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Introduction 


CORY BARKER and MYC WIATROWSKI 


In 2016, citizens in the United States and around the globe were forced to 
confront the deep-seeded political, economic, and cultural divisions among 
themselves. From shocking voting results in the U.S. presidential election 
and the United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union to heated 
debates about “fake news” and the “filter bubbles” of social media to the 
(re)emergence of fringe groups driven by nationalism, hatred, and 
conspiratorial thought, the modernized world experienced more tumult than 
usual. Nonetheless, despite the very real partitions among people, one entity 
continues to bring us together—sort of. Already with an enormous footprint 
in the United States, Netflix expanded to 130 new countries in early 2016.4 
As detailed in its third quarterly report in October 2016, the company added 
more than 12 million new subscribers in the year’s first nine months and 
brought its total number of paying customers (and thus not including those 
who share accounts or passwords) to nearly eighty-seven million.4 


The brilliance of Netflix’s strategy is in how its streaming video library 
manages to appeal to disparate groups of people across the world without a 
unified cache of content. Indeed, the company takes the opposite approach, 
using its sophisticated algorithm and seemingly endless resources to buy, 
develop, and distribute as many different types of content to as many micro- 
targeted audience groups as possible.2 This data-driven narrowcasting 
manifests in a variety of genres of programming tailored to particular 
audiences, including the prestige drama (House of Cards [2013-—] and 
Bloodline [2015—2017]), the rebooted multi-camera sitcom (Fuller House 
[2015—] and One Day at a Time [2016-—]), and the superhero franchise 
(Marvel’s Daredevil [2015—], Jessica Jones [2015—], and Luke Cage 
[2016—]). However, in 2016, Netflix took this approach even more globally, 
introducing more non—English language series such as France’s Marseille 
(2016—) and Brazil’s 3% (2016-). 


Netflix’s worldwide expansion almost guarantees that the company will 
further integrate itself into our everyday lives. Since its now-famous shift 
from physical media rentals to a high-definition streaming video platform, 
Netflix’s stature has grown significantly. In North America, the company 
finds itself at the fulcrum of countless industrial, cultural, economic, 
technological, and political developments. Its role in the popularization of 
streaming video has fundamentally altered the ways in which we watch, 
discuss, and generally consume media. From the rise of binge-watching and 
password-sharing to intermittent debates about spoiler etiquette and how 
critics should cover programs that are released all at once, Netflix is the 
central force in the contemporary experience of media consumption. The 
company has an equally notable impact on how television and film is 
produced, distributed, and marketed. Armed with a large operating budget, 
Netflix has improved its position within Hollywood’s inner circle since 
2012, outbidding HBO for A-list talent as well as spending lavishly on 
independent films across the festival circuit. Much of what Amazon or Hulu 
or even HBO has done in recent years has been in response to Netflix’s 
embrace of original or exclusive content, setting off an arms race to craft 
the most valuable subscription streaming video service. 


Meanwhile, Netflix projects are not only meticulously targeted with 
audiences’ taste profiles in mind, they are also immaculately marketed and 
“eventized” to cut through modern popular culture’s dense clutter. The 
company’s streaming of full seasons all at once situates those releases as 
must-watch and must-complete occurrences—and is a tactic that networks 
and cable channels have mimicked in recent years.* Yet, the existence of the 
ever-changing Netflix library taps into the phenomenon of the long tail, 
with consumers always having another new-to-them series or film to watch 
years after its initial release. As a result, the company manages to imbue its 
library with a sense of perpetual personalized discovery that, in theory, 
offers enough content to keep consumers subscribing from month to month 
and year to year. 


Although much of the attention paid to Netflix hinges on its influence on 
consumers and industry practice, the company is similarly relevant in other 
arenas. The influx of cord cutting—consumers unsubscribing to traditional 
cable packages—over the past five years is regularly attributed to streaming 


video and Netflix more specifically.2 Cable and Internet companies have 
tried to lure customers back with bundles including Netflix trials, but have 
more recently turned toward cheaper, more targeted “skinny bundle” 
options to reach those who, for example, may appreciate the personalized 
Netflix experience but still want to watch live sports on ESPN.® Netflix’s 
embrace of streaming video and subsequent indifference in its DVD rental 
business has also been identified as a catalyst in the death of physical 
media, with cultural critics and scholars decrying the declining availability 
of older and more obscure films and television series. As Hollywood and 
consumers move toward Netflix and further away from physical media, 
more products fail to make the jump to the next platform, whether due to 
rights issues, conversion challenges, or perceived lack of demand.Z 


Netflix has also been a key figure in the discourse surrounding net 
neutrality and data caps, perhaps most notably when it reached an 
agreement with Comcast to ensure that subscribers would receive Netflix 
content at “faster and more reliable speeds.”® In the aftermath of the deal, 
Netflix executives repeatedly went on the record in support of net 
neutrality.2 Conversely, the company has installed a ban on customers 
trying to watch via a VPN (virtual private network) as part of a larger 
process known as “geo-blocking,” wherein content is not accessible to those 
outside a particular geographic location.42 Meanwhile, American cities like 
Pasadena, California, have proposed a so-called “Netflix tax” to recoup lost 
revenues from increased cord-cutting, while Chicago has successfully 
installed its own “cloud tax” on streaming services like Netflix that are 
“delivered electronically.” 


Altogether, these efforts illustrate the prominence of Netflix beyond binge- 
watching and all-at-once release strategies. Both Netflix and its opponents 
within the government have displayed a predictably inconsistent 
perspective on who can access its streaming library, and what those people 
should be required to do—or, perhaps better said, how much they should be 
required to pay—to make that access possible. Likewise, as a technology 
company driven by the contemporary Silicon Valley ethos of “get big fast,” 
Netflix has been less concerned about what content is left behind in the 
march toward the great streaming video singularity. 


Although these headline-grabbing data points and anecdotes underline 
Netflix’s disruptions of culture, less discussed is the company’s uncanny 
ability to build on pre-existing business models or industry practices. The 
DVD rental service of course combined the video store with Amazon’s 
nationwide shipping practices. The move to streaming video followed both 
Apple’s iTunes store and similar streaming platforms developed by U.S. 
and UK broadcasters. The shift from licensed content to original products 
mirrored the path traveled by countless American cable channels, from 
HBO to TNT to MTV. These realities do not limit Netflix’s centrality to 
modern life, but simply serve as a reminder that, as Lisa Gitelman asserts, 
“media are themselves denizens of the past. Even the newest media today 
come from somewhere, whether that somewhere gets described broadly as a 
matter of supervening social necessity, or narrowly in reference to some 
proverbial drawing board and a round or two of beta testing.”/4 Thus, while 
this collection investigates why Netflix is omnipresent in our lives, it also 
returns to how the company evokes the phenomena of years past and of 
other cultures. The book is focused on what Gitelman calls protocols, or the 
“vast clutter of normative rules and default conditions, which gather and 
adhere like a nebulous array around a technological nucleus,” that have 
been altered, replaced, or introduced with the advent of this streaming 
platform. Still, authors resist the urge to proclaim Netflix as a singular 
power among changing protocols. 


With this in mind, this collection consists of three parts that aspire to 
underline the far-reaching but occasionally contradictory influence of 
Netflix around the globe. Each part addresses how Netflix’s attempts to be 
many things—technology company, media conglomerate, policy 
stakeholder, and so on—and generate products and protocols that 
consumers have both celebrated and decried. In Part One, “Netflix as 
Disruptor and as Cultural Institution,” the authors highlight three core 
developments that are the result of Netflix’s recent success. In the first 
essay of this section, Justin Grandinetti analyzes the company’s all-at-once 
release model and its effect on consumers but also critics, who have been 
confronted with the challenge of writing about an entire season of television 
in a weekend or risk losing the web traffic that television coverage 
generates. In this realm, Netflix has functioned as a particularly disruptive 
force, destabilizing the popular—and, for digital media companies, 


lucrative—style of television criticism, wherein writers produce recaps and 
deconstructions of episodes that subsequently enable viewers to discuss the 
episode among themselves in the comments section. Websites like 
Television Without Pity and The A.V. Club popularized this style, replicating 
a more obsessive form of water cooler conversation in a digital 
environment. While viewers have been navigating the challenges of these 
digital water coolers for years—including but not limited to spoiler 
etiquette and disputing factions within fandom—the release and coverage of 
a full season expedites those challenges for readers and critics alike. In 
spotlighting commentary from both groups in the early stages of Netflix’s 
all-at-once rollout, Grandinetti shows how the contours of communal 
television have been redefined on the fly, with everyone caught between the 
traditional television distribution schedule and the desire to participate in 
the online conversation. 


Djoymi Baker concentrates on another essential characteristic of Netflix: 
binge-watching. However, rather than detailing how consumers have 
embraced this kind of viewing practice (as others later in the collection do), 
Baker turns his attention to how the company frames its original 
programming as binge-worthy. For Netflix, the simultaneous release of a 
season’s episodes is only part of the strategy to inspire binge-viewing. 
Many of its original series eschew the discrete episodic structure of 
television, with fewer standalone episodes and more collections of scenes 
moving slowly to a climax. Netflix also utilizes A-list casts, lavish budgets, 
and endless marketing resources to brand its original productions as must- 
see events. Netflix is not just encouraging binge-viewing; the company 
crafts what Baker, borrowing from Vivian Sobchack, calls “epic-viewing.” 
For Baker, Netflix’s approach recalls not only HBO’s cunningly marketed 
“Not TV” era, but also the epic miniseries of 1970s and 1980s broadcast 
television. Examining the company’s production and promotional practices, 
Baker underlines how Netflix elongates Sobchack’s “excess of 
temporality,” where television is one exhaustive, epic text. 


The last essay of Part One moves to Netflix’s position within the net 
neutrality debates. Using Netflix’s controversial agreement with Comcast as 
a starting point, Joseph Donica examines the former’s broader role in the 
current structure—and potential future—of the Internet. Netflix has aligned 


with “open Internet” supporters, positioning itself as a kind of “good” 
corporation that has its eyes on more than the bottom line. Nevertheless, 
Netflix surely spoke out for net neutrality to protect its place within the 
market, as more vertically integrated competitors stood to benefit from less 
restrictive regulations. These contradictory positions are at the center of 
Donica’s analysis, where Netflix is both an open Internet advocate with a 
“hacker ethic” corporate culture and the target of criticisms from leftist 
groups expecting more from a supposedly outspoken corporation. Donica 
details how Netflix unintentionally became a central player in the net 
neutrality controversy, and occasionally acts in a manner that illustrates 
Silicon Valley’s murky understanding of freedom and capitalism. 


The collection’s second part, “Netflix as Producer and as Distributor,” 
concentrates on a trio of vital Netflix projects: the original series Orange Is 
the New Black, the revival season of Fox’s Arrested Development (2013), 
and the Sundance Film Festival documentary The Square (2014). In this 
part, the authors consider how the presence of Netflix as a partner 
transforms the processes of production, distribution, and reception. Like 
Grandinetti and Baker, Maria San Filippo displays an interest in how 
Netflix’s distribution model affects the temporal and communal experiences 
of television. Unlike the premiere of House of Cards or Arrested 
Development’s big return, the first season of OITNB arrived on Netflix in 
2013 with relatively little hype, only to generate the most passionate 
response of all the company’s original series. Acclaim for the series 
stemmed from its commitment to representational diversity and its 
transgressive spirit within the framework of a prestige dramedy. San Filippo 
considers how queer viewers, commonly ignored by the machinery of 
mainstream Hollywood, are both freed and limited by OITNB and its all-at- 
once release. Noting the wave of passionate online conversation that comes 
with a Netflix release, San Filippo argues that queer viewers lose some of 
the “embodied interactions” that are central to their subcultural identities. 
Still, in her analysis of character arcs and storylines, San Filippo shows that 
the series nevertheless offers multifaceted expressions of queerness and a 
queering of television’s structures of temporality and seriality. 


The revival of cult Fox sitcom Arrested Development was one of the first 
signs that Netflix was serious about its shift from distributor to producer. 


Although the Mitch Hurwitz—created project upended some of the sitcom’s 
fundamental conventions during its Fox run, Hurwitz and the creative team 
(including producers Ron Howard and Brian Grazer) used the freedom 
granted to them by Netflix to take even more risks with the return season. 
These risks are at the center of the essay by Maira Bianchini dos Santos and 
Maria Carmem Jacob de Souza. Beginning with the history of Arrested 
Development’s journey to Fox’s schedule, the authors trace how Hurwitz 
and company developed the series’ verité style and later transformed a self- 
conscious and layered vision into an even more fragmented, referential 
puzzle. The authors show how prior projects (Howard’s work on the reality 
television-esque EdTV [1999]) and production obstacles (scheduling 
challenges with the series’ large cast) regularly inspired the experimentation 
on all seasons of Arrested Development. Thus, Netflix is shown to be a 
respectful partner, but not the singular power crafting one of television’s 
most unique projects. 


Though most of Netflix’s recent successes are related to its role as a 
producer of television, the company has begun to expand its footprint as a 
distributor of first-run films as well. Again, a vital component of Netflix’s 
strategy is borrowed from normal Hollywood practice. The company has 
become a mainstay at the world’s major film festivals, including at 
Sundance, where the documentary The Square first debuted in January 
2013. An Academy Award nominee in 2014, The Square depicts the 
Egyptian Revolution beginning with the 2011 uprising in Tahrir Square. 
James N. Gilmore’s essay considers how the circulation of The Square’s 
sharply political messages on a digital platform like Netflix speak to the 
potential power of what Henry Jenkins, Joshua Green, and Sam Ford call 
“media spreadability.” In analyzing the film’s do-it-yourself (DIY) 
production aesthetics and calls to action, Gilmore asserts that The Square is 
tailor-made for distribution across the web and social media. Netflix, he 
posits, is equally positioned to circulate political documentaries around the 
globe, dramatically expanding the civic influence of film. 


The final part of the collection, “Netflix as Narrowcaster and as Global 
Player,” looks at Netflix’s impact on both the small and large scale. The 
first two essays examine the Netflix-driven trends of binge-watching and 
algorithmic recommendations through the lens of viewer response. Both 


essays provide observations from extensive interviews with and journaling 
from Netflix users who speak to the ways in which the company’s practices 
have altered their everyday lives. Emil Steiner reports on binge-watching, 
the phenomenon most associated with Netflix’s rise to prominence. 
Drawing a line from television’s status as a “boob tube” and “vast 
wasteland” to the stigmas surrounding binge-viewing, Steiner elucidates 
how the medium has long been at the center of critiques against popular 
culture. Participants in Steiner’s study regularly embody and eschew 
cultural assessments of bingeing, acknowledging how the practice 
reformulates their viewing habits, attentiveness, and overall relationship 
with programming. However, as Steiner and his interviewees traverse the 
touchy subject of how much bingeing is too much, it becomes clear that, as 
with all viewing practices, there is no unified binge-viewing experience. 
Netflix users see bingeing as something to celebrate and something to be 
ashamed of; likewise, they binge-watch to catch up, to veg out, to re-watch, 
and to share. 


While Steiner traces Netflix’s place within historical debates about accepted 
viewing practices, Alison N. Novak investigates how the company’s data- 
driven approach compares to previous generations of narrowcasting. Like 
retail brands, magazine publishers, and cable channels before them, Netflix 
narrowcasts to its multitudinous user base. And like Amazon and Google, 
the company relies heavily on data collection and sophisticated algorithms 
to produce personalized recommendations to different user segments. 
Narrowcasting, recommendation engines, and algorithms are too often 
deployed as buzzy signifiers for the emergent digital ecosystem, but 
Novak’s findings underline how they actually operate in practice. Novak 
narrowcasts her own research, surveying the millennial response to 
Netflix’s recommendations. Though the most coveted demographic, Novak 
displays how millennials are also quite aware of how data collection affects 
everything they consume. On one hand, participants in Novak’s study 
underline the gradual banality of personalized recommendations, as most of 
the millennial respondents express comfort with and appreciation for how 
Netflix cultivates their taste profiles. On the other hand, these participants 
affirm that Netflix’s practices are part of a pattern of narrowcasting and 
technology, one that they are sure will lead to more nefarious forms of 
artificial intelligence and computer learning. 


The remaining essays of this part reflect on Netflix’s mounting influence 
outside of the United States. Here again, authors position Netflix not as a 
supreme innovator but instead as a key player within broader technological 
and industrial trends in the United Kingdom and Mexico. In the UK 
television industry, for instance, Netflix followed Sky Digital, a 
groundbreaking interactive satellite digital television service, to the 
marketplace. Having previously researched consumer response to the 
rollout of Sky Digital in the mid—2000s, Vivi Theodoropoulou is well 
equipped to compare how Netflix has mirrored and expanded Sky’s 
playbook for a new generation. Theodoropoulou juxtaposes past and 
present interviews to exhibit how habits or phenomena we generally 
associate with Netflix have existed long before its streaming platform took 
hold. The interviews also reveal a crucial point of contention with video 
libraries of all kinds: the availability of content. Sky Digital and Netflix 
promise users the ability to watch what and when they want, but 
Theodoropoulou shows how both generations are still restricted by what is 
available at any given time. For Netflix interviewees, there is a firm 
understanding, built through experience, that access to content is always the 
result of negotiations beyond their control. As such, Theodoropoulou argues 
that it is the content—and not the platform—that will continue to persevere 
across each new technological development. 


The final essay presents a vision of Netflix’s possible futures in its era of 
global expansion. Before its sprawling growth campaign in 2016, Netflix 
moved much more cautiously into other territories, including Mexico. Elia 
Margarita Corelio-Mari surveys Netflix’s 2011 entry into Mexico with a 
particular focus on the industrial, regulatory, and cultural challenges that the 
company faced. Cornelio-Mari shows that, while Netflix identified Mexico 
as a target for enormous potential revenue, the streaming giant immediately 
encountered an audience hungry for local content and sympathetic toward 
piracy. The essay spotlights a Netflix that is quick to adapt its practices to 
non—American environments, as Cornelio-Mari details the company’s 
tinkering with pricing, crafting of new marketing strategies, dubbing of 
foreign content, and cultivating of localized productions. However, 
Netflix’s arrival in any new location is not just a story about Netflix or its 
new customers; it is also about the response from local competitors and 
legislators. To this end, Cornelio-Mari shows how vertically and 


horizontally integrated corporations have begun to use their vast 
infrastructural resources and local knowledge to raise the level of 
competition against Netflix. Ultimately, the Mexico case study 
demonstrates that for Netflix, worldwide expansion will not be easy. The 
company must strike a balance between the local and the global—a 
challenge that only gets harder with each additional expansion. 


With a subject like Netflix, the talking points are endless; this collection 
seeks only to participate in the ongoing discourse about Netflix’s place in 
contemporary culture. Still, these ten essays establish that to best 
understand an innovative company like Netflix, we must continue to look 
backward, toward its antecedents in the technology and media industries. 
There we are reminded that sweeping changes in industry practice, 
consumer habits, and policy are rare, and more commonly part of a granular 
trek toward the future. There we are also reminded that while Netflix 
appears to have solidified its place—as a disruptor and cultural institution, 
as a producer and distributor, and as a narrowcaster and global player—the 
future it faces is still uncertain. 
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Part One: Netflix as Disruptor and as Cultural Institution 


From Primetime to Anytime 


Streaming Video, Temporality and the Future of 
Communal Television 


JUSTIN GRANDINETTI 


When television critic Andy Greenwald of the sports and pop culture 
website Grantland reviewed the first season of the Netflix original series 
House of Cards (2013-) one month after its release, he remarked, “T 
finished watching the 13th and final episode of the first season on Sunday 
night and I have no idea if that makes me ahead of the curve or hopelessly 
behind.”! This comment represents the recent conundrum of many 
entertainment critics, reporters, and bloggers, in that the temporal regularity 
of television has been thoroughly interrupted by the new Netflix model of 
releasing an entire season at a time. More importantly, this release model 
also affects viewers, reshaping the communal television experience amid 
the digital streaming revolution. 


In February 2012, Netflix began its foray into original programming with 
the Norwegian series Lilyhammer (2012-2014). House of Cards, a political 
drama starring Kevin Spacey and Robin Wright, debuted a year later. 
Contrary to the weekly scheduling of linear television, all 13 House of 
Cards episodes were available to viewers the day of release. Netflix has 
since distributed a growing number of series in this manner, including the 
fourth season of the cult classic Arrested Development (2003-2006, 2013) 
and the popular original series Orange Is the New Black (2013-; referenced 
onward as OITNB). Although these series have garnered critical acclaim, 


they simultaneously pose new questions to the continued existence of 
communal television viewing. Most notably, the Netflix release model 
creates questions of how both viewers and news organizations adjust to this 
new reality as well as the ways the reactions of these groups consequently 
shape future Netflix programming. 


In the following essay, I rhetorically analyze articles by publications such as 
Vulture, The A.V. Club, and Grantland to argue that the binge-watching 
behavior encouraged by streaming platforms like Netflix fundamentally 
reshapes the nature of communal television viewing and introduces an 
antagonism that was absent in earlier iterations of “Web 2.0” audience 
engagement. More specifically, the interactions between the entertainment 
correspondents and viewers on these websites provides a space to extend 
theories of rhetorical vernacular posited by Gerard Hauser, Erin McClellan, 
and Ralph Cintron, as these online engagements represent new 
developments of changing temporality and communal experience of 
television. 


Of course, these events do not operate in a purely cause and effect manner. 
Audience response to Netflix’s all-at-once release strategy will continue to 
impact future production and distribution strategies, and ultimately guide 
the discourse among standing and burgeoning online communities. As such, 
this essay contributes to the interdisciplinary conversations about how 
interactive electronic environments impact the texture of publics. 
Furthermore, as Arrested Development and OITNB were among first Netflix 
original series releases, the reactions analyzed in this essay represent some 
of the vanguard responses to the disruption of television temporality. Both 
the critical and viewer response to these series contributed their online 
ubiquity, and this pervasive dialectic sets these programs apart from the few 
vanguard Netflix releases that preceded them. 


In order to understand audience reactions to this changing temporality of 
the television experience, it is important to examine theories of the way 
rhetoric functions in these quotidian spaces. As such, this essay focuses on 
user commentary in public and communal forums—the most encompassing 
of which is the Internet. In his work contemporary ethnography, Cintron 
writes, “The availability of critical inquiry to everyone is a position that is 


important to take. Quite simply, rhetorical analysis is not just an endeavor 
of specialists but also an everyday affair.”2 In these colloquial and 
communal spaces of the Internet comment sections, audiences of Netflix 
programming create meaning and negotiate this changing television 
temporality together. Furthermore, the evolving vernacular rhetoric of these 
spaces follows Hauser’s theories, in that 


ordinary people, whether they are neighbors or a class, develop and 
rely on a vernacular with rhetorical salience. Although not a discourse 
of power and officialdom, it nonetheless adheres to the fundamental 
rhetorical demand for propriety ... vernacular exchanges indicate 
bonds of affiliation; they speak a legible and intelligible rhetoric of 
shared values and solidarity. 


Before continuing, it is also important to briefly define the term 
“audiences.” Broadly speaking, the audience for these programs is any 
individual who chooses to watch them. However, when discussing the 
communal discussion that surrounds Netflix programming, there is a 
difference between viewers who watch the series at their leisure and 
entertainment correspondents who write about the programming 
professionally. This demarcation is critical in this essay, as the power 
relationship between these two audiences is often unequal. Nevertheless, in 
the publications I selected for examination, it is clear that all audiences of 
Netflix programming have the opportunity to contribute to the evolving 
nature of the communal television experience and communicate with one 
another using a negotiated vernacular. Furthermore, these 


studies of vernacular rhetoric, in all its forms, have the potential to 
expose sense-making processes in more raw and revealing ways than 
its official or formal rhetorical counterparts considered alone. It takes 
rhetorical criticism in an empirical direction, which includes not only 
audience judgments of “official” rhetoric but the construction of a 


rhetoric culture of their own.4 


Taken together, investigation into the rhetorical strategies of the users of 
these online discourses provides a method of understanding the evolution of 


the communal television experience in a binge-watch paradigm fostered by 
online platforms such as Netflix. 


Evolving Vernacular Rhetoric and the Internet 


In the remainder of this essay, I investigate specific examples of the 
evolving communal television experience through an examination of three 
publications, Vulture, The A.V. Club, and Grantland. These websites were 
chosen as they represent the genre of entertainment reviews delivered in 
electronic environments. Moreover, in each of these spaces, writers and/or 
critics openly reflect about their decision to impose an order to the chaos 
created by attempting to review a television series released in its entirety. 
Both Vulture and The A.V. Club encourage audiences to comment on the 
site’s reviews, which allows for an inquiry into the evolving communal 
television experience. The more traditional television release schedule that 
has dominated the majority of the medium’s existence involves serialized 
programming. In this familiar paradigm, television series premiere new 
episodes in what is typically a weekly release schedule. Successful 
programs run for multiple seasons, in which a number of new episodes are 
released once a week across a number of months. However, this model’s 
longevity appears to be in question, as new data points to the preference of 


audiences to consume content in so-called “binge” sessions.” 


Television producers and showrunners have begun to recognize the 
preferred methods of audience consumption, and as such, now model their 
series to further promote this. A 2013 issue of Newsweek cites 
conversations with “the people behind Breaking Bad [2008-2013], Game of 
Thrones [2011-], and so on, and it soon becomes clear that they’ve 
designed these series to be more bingeable—more propulsive and page- 
turning—than anything the networks ever pushed on us in the past.”® 
Additionally, Breaking Bad creator Vince Gilligan explains an embrace of 
binge-watching: “I’ve always said that I don’t see my show as serialized so 
much as hyperserialized. That is something that, honestly, I wouldn’t have 
been allowed to do 10 or 15 years ago.”2 Consequently, binge-watching can 
be viewed as a collaborative negotiation between multiple entities— 


audiences, creators, and streaming platforms. Furthermore, studies of 
temporal displacement for audiences suggests that this “simultaneity within 
the structure of [many television programs] ... parallels a growing concern 
of audiences with the immateriality and timelessness of interactive online 
digital technologies.”8 As such, marathon consumption of television 
programming is a natural evolution of the television experience, propelled 
forward by an increased rhetorical awareness of audiences by producers and 
amplified availability of programming via streaming platforms. 


Though this television streaming revolution occurs in concert with human 
nature and desire, it is not without conflicting consequences. Viewers are 
caught between the contemporary thirst to binge-watch programming and 
the long-established desire to be part of a large community through 
television. This conflict has given rise to a myriad of negotiations between 
audiences and the traditional television model, social media, and blogs. 
Simply put, the polar opposites of the desire for the community that the 
traditional television experience provides and the human desire—likely 
hastened by a rapidly changing technological landscape—to consume 
content in binge sessions has led to crossroads for the future of television. 
Subsequently, traditional television, audiences, and steaming platforms will 
in turn continue to adapt to changing notions of temporality. 


These spaces of inquiry follow Cintron’s contention that “rhetorical analysis 
can help make sense of everyday language use ... rhetorical analysis need 
not be about famous beaches and or the written word. Indeed, it need not be 
about the discursive at all and should also include the non-discursive and 
performative.”2 As such, audience and blogger commentary are ideal areas 
of study for understanding the negotiation of the new temporality and 
vernacular rhetoric created in response to the binge-watching paradigm 
created by the release of Netflix original series. When conducting my 
analysis on the responses to Arrested Development and OITNB, four themes 
quickly emerged: negotiation of temporality, responses to binge-watching, 
navigating spoilers, and cultivation of online ethos. 


Negotiation of Temporality 


Research into the temporality of television has investigated the ways in 
which awareness and anticipation of the viewing habits of others impacts 
the coordination and production of the collective television experience.‘2 In 
addition, theorists have pointed to an increased use of disrupted temporality 
in television narratives. For example, the narrative of season four of 
Arrested Development is told through episodes that focus on the program’s 
specific characters. Individual episodes do not constitute a linear story— 
instead, viewers are asked to consume the series holistically in order to fully 
understand the overarching storyline (and many of the recurring jokes). It is 
possible that this temporal displacement is a result of postmodern 
schizophrenia, in which “there is no sense of the ‘past’ or ‘future’ but rather 
an instantaneous and vacuous sense of the ‘present.’”/! This “vacuous 
present” comes as a result of the overwhelming availability of information 
and choice in an individual’s free time. Consequently, the temporal 
misalignment depicted on many contemporary programs increasingly 
mirrors the disjointed nature of the communal television experience. 
Despite this apparent acceptance of a loss of temporal frame of reference, 
audiences continue to adapt to synchronize consumptive viewing patterns. 


Studies have found that new technologies influence viewing patterns of 
American households in that viewing follows certain rhythms.“ Moreover, 
audiences use technologies in order to fill time between viewing activities, 
but they can also make this time more or less meaningful through the use of 
on-demand technologies."2 In addition, viewing patterns are “are influenced 
by larger social groups—groups that extend beyond a single household.” 4 
While it would follow that increased flexibility of television viewing 
through the use of handheld devices and high-speed internet allows for 
more personalized schedule, it also appears that audiences remain keenly 
aware of the viewing habits of others. 


In its coverage of season one of OITNB, The A.V. Club examined two 
episodes at a time. These two-episode reviews were released every seven 
days, which created an imposed schedule on those who wished to discuss 
the series in the comment sections. However, an analysis of the comment 
sections quickly demonstrates the challenges in attempting to impose this 
two-episode limitation on viewers, many of whom had binge-watched the 
entire season. When responding to the comments of others, individuals that 


were further along in their viewing had trouble keeping track of what had 
occurred in the first two episodes of a 13-episode season. In one such 
interaction, user K. Thrace had to question when a recurring character 
appeared, writing, “Was the nun even in that episode? I forget. She’s great, 
anyway.” Other comments mirrored this sentiment, in that while viewers 
who binge-watched the series seemed to desire to discuss OITNB ina 
holistic sense, The A.V. Club’s review structure imposed a more traditional 
paradigm on viewers. 


Commenters occasionally expressed other issues with the site’s insistence 
of reviewing only two episodes a week, as evidenced by the following 
interaction between critic Myles McNutt and a site commenter: 


MylesMcNutt: The downside of covering the first two episodes is that 
it encourages you to stop after two episodes when I’d argue the third 
episode is the strongest—or at least most distinctive—of the ones I’ve 
watched. I’d encourage you to check it out, and see if it changes your 
outlook. 


mouse clicker: Well, I had already watched the first two episodes and 
kind of decided not to keep going before I read the review. My wife 
really seems to like it, so ll probably give the third episode a shot, 
too. But she was also hooked by Weeds [2005-2012] immediately and 
I didn’t start actually enjoying that show at all until the second season. 


Here, it is evident that commenters had issues with the method of review 
employed by The A.V. Club. Those who felt the series blossomed in episode 
three or later expressed similar complaints with the site not taking a 
complete approach in order to encourage viewers to keep watching. These 
interactions create “an agonistic zone between official and mundane 
communication in which the established and the marginalized vie for 
power. Their struggle is enacted through contrasting rhetorical modalities 
seeking public allegiance and legitimation.” Thus, while The A.V. Club 
uses its position to enact a more traditional viewing paradigm, some 
viewers took it upon themselves to advocate for the series in a more 
complete manner, attempting to persuade others to continue watching (and 
even to catch up through binge-watching). 


On the subject of OITNB, writers for Grantland had high praise for the 
series, but varying affection toward Netflix’s release model. Some of the 
site’s contributors lauded the binge-watch model, with Rembert Browne 
arguing, “Netflix banked on what its entire existence was built on, binge- 
watching, and came out looking like a genius. The company’s easily one of 
the comeback stories of the year.”!© However, others expressed displeasure 
toward various aspects of the distribution of programs such as OITNB. Ina 
look back at the year in television, Greenwald wrote, “Orange restored my 
faith in TV’s ability to tell diverse stories in exciting new ways, and I 
wanted to shout as much from the rooftops, or at least the guard tower. Too 
bad I waited until late in the fall to finish the season. By then, there was no 
one left to tell.”12 Ultimately, Greenwald and others have complaints not 
about OITNB itself, but instead about the Netflix release model. In his 
preview of the series from earlier in 2013, Greenwald noted, 


I hate the Netflix distribution model, and the way, every few weeks, it 
backs up the content truck at the stroke of midnight and offloads 13 
hours of industrial-strength television. I’ve written at length about how 
this emphasis on quantity robs quality material of the time necessary to 
consider or even savor it, how it mutes the great beehive of 
conversation that has sprung up around TV in recent years and 
replaced it with the lonely, furtive clicks of a solitary remote control. 
We don’t always eat for the sole purpose of getting full, and we 
shouldn’t consume art that way, either. There’s a reason you’d never 
order anything a la carte that can be found in an all-you-can-eat 
buffet.48 


Though disrupted temporality is seemingly embraced by fans, who— 
despite some complaints—rabidly consume Netflix series in marathons, 
critics and bloggers are less enthusiastic. In these instances, blogs/websites 
represent what Hauser calls a site of research “where the vernacular rhetoric 
of place and space is performed, such as a city square where the local 
culture of inclusion and exclusion, of use and abuse of community spaces is 
enacted on a daily basis, and where those who are using the city square can 
say for themselves what they think they are doing by their public 
performances.”12 In the traditional television review model, the power and 
control of space is determined by writers, who are in turn supported by the 


temporal confines established by networks and channels. However, the 
binge-watching model allows greater power for viewers, who are likely to 
watch series on their own schedules—regardless of the impositions of the 
entertainment publishing world. 


Writers under the traditional television model are in a position of power 
over regular viewers. Often, those writing about television are privy to the 
content early. As such, they are afforded a chance to carefully formulate 
their own opinions about the program before the majority of viewers have 
seen it. This, in turn, works to as a way to cultivate professional credibility. 
In the case of new programming, early reviews have a chance to alter the 
perception of readers, who are then open to the possibility that their own 
experience with a program has been shaped by the opinions of others. 
Under the Netflix model, entertainment correspondents are given the same 
release as viewers (or at least only given access to a few episodes a day or 
two before the full season is released). Therefore, it is conceivable that 
some of the viewers who are responding in the comment sections are more 
knowledgeable—and further into the season—than the authors of the 
articles. While the possibility of a reversal of roles (and by extension, 
authority) between critics and readers may seem subtle and benign, this 
impact is nevertheless a developing externality of the evolution of the 
communal television experience. 


Responses to Binge- Watching 


Though sometimes viewed as a solidary and anti-social activity, watching 
television is, in actuality, a largely communal event. Television has 
“traditionally been an important facilitator for social interaction and a 
popular source of conversation.”22 Moreover, the advent of social 
networking sites allows audiences to transcend physical barriers and watch 
television “together.” This new practice of watching television combines 
two elements, viewing and the real-time sharing of reactions and responses 
via the Internet, resulting in a pseudo-communal viewing experience.*+ This 
negotiation of temporality is not a new aspect of television. The medium 


has always united audiences across space; however, technological advances 
disrupt the fixed temporal notion of time. 


Numerous scholars have discussed the concept of “liveness” in relation to 
the existence and development of television and the communal television 
experience. Nick Couldry notes that liveness “is a category whose use 
naturalizes the general idea that, through the media, we achieve a shared 
attention to the ‘realities’ that matter for us as a society.”2* As such, 
liveness via live transmission connects viewers to shared social realities as 
they are occurring and helps to create realities that matter to viewers.22 
Nevertheless, changes in television technologies have shifted the 
formulation of liveness. For instance, Graeme Turner postulates that while 
many deem liveness and sharedness essential to the experience of 
television, this attribute has been interrupted since the widespread ability 
for viewers to record and replay programs.2* Meanwhile, Chuck Tryon 
notes that these new technological practices can upset the social ritual of 
watching television; however, the “water cooler” status of television 
discussion persists largely due to social media tools such as Twitter and so- 
called “check-in” services such as GetGlue that encourage live viewing. 
Taken together, there is a general agreement that 


liveness, in its most general sense of continuous connectedness, is 
hardly likely to disappear as a prized feature of contemporary media, 
because it is a category closely linked to media’s role in the temporal 
and spatial organization of the social world. The category “liveness” 
helps to shape the disposition to remain “connected” in all its forms, 
even though (as we have seen) the types of liveness are now pulling in 


different directions.22 


Liveness is essential to the television and the communal television 
experience, but these newer, altered forms of liveness continue to be driven 
by significant technological change, including the high-speed streaming 
technology of Netflix. 


Netflix programming, free from the confines of a weekly schedule, is the 
antithesis of the traditional sense of liveness and communal television. Not 
all audience members have responded to this novel form of distribution, 


however. Netflix’s model may represent the future of television. It may also 
lack the essential temporal regularity and subsequent sharedness that 
viewers have come to expect from their television experience. We are, in 
short, at a crossroads of sorts in terms of the social dynamics of television 
watching. 


The concept of binge-watching is critical to the streaming model of 
television consumption. A 2013 Harris Interactive study found that “nearly 
80 percent of US adults with Internet access watch TV through subscription 
on-demand services (like Netflix or Hulu), through cable on demand, or 
through a time-shifting device like a DVR. Sixty-two percent of people who 
watch TV whenever they feel like it will watch multiple episodes back to 
back.”22 Moreover, some argue that binge-watching is a kind of symptom 
of human evolution and anatomy. Richard Rosenthal, chairman of 
psychiatry at St. Luke’s—Roosevelt Hospital Center in New York, explains 
that “whether you’re deciding to watch ‘just one more’ episode of Breaking 
Bad or you’re throwing back ‘just one more’ tequila shot, a similar 
sequence is playing out in that particular part of the brain.”2® The release of 
dopamine in the brain, combined with easier access to full seasons of 
television programming is considered one explanation for the rise of binge- 
watching. Taken together, this data and physiological reasoning points to a 
continued growth in both the use of streaming services and this indulgent 
method of consumption. 


Analysis of the entertainment site Vulture demonstrates the ways that 
audiences negotiate the unfamiliar binge-watching format. Like The A.V. 
Club, Vulture reviewers imposed a semi-regular release of their individual 
episode reviews of Orange Is the New Black, each one coming within three 
to five days of the previous episode recap. Commenters on this site were 
more open in voicing their feelings toward Netflix’s distribution strategy. 
The following selections are taken from the site’s first episode review. 


Jarira: God damn this f*cking show for ruining my life. I had the 
best/worst bingefest this weekend. My eyes are burning but it was 
worth it. 


typicaliowa: You recapping this show just made my week. I finished 
binge-watching the season on Monday and have been in withdrawal 
since then. I can’t wait to relive/dissect every episode! 


Bookles: I thought the whole series was very well done. It was so well 
executed that I finally discovered a problem with Netflix’s all at once 
format. Now I have to wait until who knows when to see the next 
season. At least if it was traditional format the new season might 
already be filming. I guess I’ll have to re-watch until then. 


These comments demonstrate the conflicted relationship viewers have with 
OITNB, or at least its distribution. While the audience seems to lament 
binge-watching, it is often in jest. The real complaint is generally that the 
series was so addictive that individuals felt compelled to continue watching, 
usually at the expense of their free time. The final comment is telling in that 
although the viewer liked the series, s/he feels that the traditional temporal 
patterns of a waiting for a new season had been heavily interrupted by the 
binge model. 


Additionally, viewers had to create informal communal rules for spoilers 
and posting etiquette. These interactions, however, did not always go 
without conflict, as evidenced in these exchanges between two commenters, 
followed by a response from editor Gilbert Cruz: 


misspam: Watch out for the spoilers. Not everybody’s seen the first 
episode. Are recaps really the thing for a watch-one-or-binge format? 


im10ashus: @misspam43—So, they should wait for everyone to catch 
up before recapping? You do realize they recap a lot of shows here, 
right? 


Gilbert Cruz: If you hadn’t seen the first episode, you wouldn’t have 
clicked on the article, though, right? 


Here, user misspam attempts to warn the community that many of the posts 
in the comment section contain spoilers. misspam also muses whether or 
not the site’s reviews are done in the best possible manner for a binge 
series. However, misspam’s comment is met with both sarcastic and 


pragmatic responses—both of which demonstrate the opinion that it is the 
responsibility of the individual to either keep up (or ahead) of Vulture’s 
reviews, or to simply not read the article. As such, it is clear that Vulture’s 
reviews represent a continually evolving space of rhetorical vernacular. In 
this space, both the writer and users express their opinions as to the best 
practices when reviewing and discussing a series free from traditional 
television temporality. Consequently, the variety of responses signifies the 
unsettled nature of this vernacular space. The consequences of the site’s 
decision to impose a temporality on viewers are a point of tension, and 
negotiated within the comment section. Moreover, these comments also 
engage with the discussion of whether or not the onus is on the individual, 
the community, or the publication itself to avoid spoiling details for others. 


Finally, some commenters exhibit frustration with either other posters or the 
rhetorical vernacular confines of the comment sections. In one such 
comment, user dgoings writes, “Nobody cares if you binged watched. If it 
doesn’t have to do with the episode that is being RECAPPED keep it to 
yourselves.” While this comment demonstrates anger toward other users 
who are commenting on episodes beyond the ones being reviewed, many 
other individuals are undeterred. A large portion of commenters expressed 
excitement in discussing future episodes of the series, despite the fact that 
the particular review was read by users who had viewed highly varying 
numbers of episodes. 


Additionally, the comment sections of Vulture further demonstrate user 
negotiation of the disrupted temporality of the communal television 
experience. These continuous commenter interactions form what Hauser 
observes as “the dramaturgy of vernacular exchange offers deep insight into 
the rhetorical performance of a movement that is missed on studies focused 
exclusively on the formal rhetoric of leaders.”22 In the rhetorical 
communities of these comment sections, users must navigate emerging 
rules of acceptable vernacular and dialogue. There are attempts by the 
community (via both Vulture’s review structure and user comments) to 
create order out of the temporal chaos inspired by Netflix’s all-at-once 
distribution strategy, but individual commenters nevertheless fail to 
conform to these expectations. While some are apologetic in their 


transgressions, others openly question the wisdom of reviewing OITNB in 
the same methodical manner as regularly scheduled television. 


An examination of Grantland gives insight into the mindset of writers and 
editors who are forced to recalibrate their coverage of Netflix programming. 
For media criticism, this new distribution strategy represents “radically new 
ways of thinking about human symbolic activity moved beyond the podium 
to the streets where the micro-practices of moment-by-moment interactions 
contribute not only to the organic character of the culture but become a 
significant source of rhetorically salient meaning and influence.”2 In this 
way, writers must try to reestablish a regular temporality to streaming 
content distribution, a medium that eschews this—or any—kind of 
structure. 


Grantland addressed Netflix’s Arrested Development new season by 
reviewing two episodes each week. Despite the potential for binge- 
watching, the site imposed a weekly schedule that mostly approximates the 
typical once-a-week episodic distribution schedule. In the review of the first 
episode of season four of Arrested Development, Ana Marie Cox writes, 
“Did you binge all weekend on the new Arrested Development episodes? To 
each his own. We’re going to slow it down a little. Two episodes per week, 
one at atime. It’s what Mitch would want.”2+ Here, “Mitch” refers to 
Arrested Development creator Mitch Hurwitz, who before the Netflix 
release, stated that 


I’m really doing everything I can to put out that misconception that it 
can be watched in any order. Although I really did have that ambition 
at one point.... Not only will the episodes be available at the same 
time on Netflix, but they also cover the same period of time in the 
characters’ lives. So it seemed like, yeah, you should be able to jump 
in in any order and see George Michael’s episode and then maybe 
Buster’s episode, if you want [but] I pretty quickly realized everything 
here is about the order of telling the stories, that there will be shows 
where you find out a little bit of information and then later shows 
where you revisit the scene and you find out more information.... I 
thought, okay, this may not be up for debate.24 


Hurwitz also responded to a question about binge-watching the series, 
stating, “No one should binge-watch” because “you’|l get tired.” With the 
creator’s firm perspective on how viewers should experience his series in 
mind, Grantland imposed a semi-regular schedule on its readership. 
Though viewers are able to feast at will on series, it could, potentially, come 
at the cost of the more traditional communal aspects of television viewing. 
The idea of a community of viewers watching simultaneously has an innate 
and engrained power for American viewers, a power that Hurwitz and 
Grantland urged viewers to remember when watching Arrested 
Development. (It is also worth noting here that publications like Grantland 
prefer the normal distribution model because it enables them to publish 
individual episodic reviews that extend the window for web traffic and 
clicks across a longer period of time.) 


Navigating Spoilers 


Viewers who fail to watch television programs quickly after their air date or 
release are opening themselves to the possibility that major events will be 
prematurely revealed, or “spoiled” for them as they peruse social media. In 
the comment section of The A.V. Club, users quickly adopted the vernacular 
rhetoric of spoiler etiquette. For most users, this community consideration 
involved beginning their comment with some use of the word “SPOILERS” 
in all capital letters. This acts as an unmistakable warning sign for others 
who are not as far along in the series, and encourages them not to read the 
post, lest they incur the risk of having a major plot point revealed. When 
this etiquette was not followed, users were quick to voice displeasure at 
these vernacular transgressions. 


YO MOMA...cuz im secure like t: Ok, where is everyone. I was 
going to start into episode 10, but I’m afraid my parents will hear the 
overtly sexual content, so ... itll have to wait for tomorrow. 


I’m really, really loving it. I think I could partly attribute this to 
the “marathon high” though. I can’t really remember what happens in 
any one episode. 


EDIT: Really sorry for the spoilers. The review for the first six 
seemed pretty dormant. Again, sorry. 


MylesMcNutt: | hate to be that guy, but I’m going to—based on the 
fact I saw your spoiler and wished I hadn’t—suggest perhaps editing 
that out. I’d rather not have a thread discussing future plot details in 
any specific detail, especially not anything tied to major character 
developments. 


I get you want to talk about where you are. I wish I could say that 
these reviews could move at the same pace. But for now, the full 
season review might need to be the spot for that, if you can be a bit 
patient. 


In this interaction, user YO MOMA is publically chided for not following 
the developing rules of conversation in the site’s comment section. As 
demonstrated by the edited comment, s/he apologizes for this transgression 
multiple times, and in an attempt to make amends, has removed the 
egregious spoiler from the comment. This interaction exemplifies Hauser 
and McClellan’s notion that “we enact vernacular performances that either 
uphold the status quo or blatantly disregard it. Such performances 
necessarily impact larger understandings of how to interact with 
strangers.”=2 In this virtual community the rules of vernacular interaction 
are upheld much in the same way they would be in face-to-face 
conversation. Though this is just one selected example of such an 
interaction, similar online exchanges occur regularly. 


Finally, users employed either the aforementioned spoiler notifications or 
some form thereof to cultivate ethos, or credibility. Many began their post 
with a line such as “I am only three episodes in” or “Just finished the whole 
series” in order to mark their post as ahead of The A.V. Club’s review 
structure. Ultimately, this strategy was replicated in the future reviews of 
OITNB on The A.V. Club’s website, as it serves as context for readers. 
Hauser postulates that these “pragmatic functions, such as temporal 
references, could indicate a time not captured by the literal meaning of the 
words but by their context.”24 As commenters exercise their desire to 
become part of this new communal television discussion, it is critical that 


they adopt the vernacular of their discourse community and ensure their 
comments contain an awareness of the context of both spoilers and the 
differing viewing patterns of others. 


Cultivation of Online Ethos 


In digital spaces, the credibility of an individual is often impossible to 
discern. While writers have the ability to reveal their identity (and by 
extension their credentials), users who post to comment sections are not 
afforded this rhetorical appeal. However, in the examined websites, users 
were able to quickly develop strategies to cultivate ethos in order to 
persuade fellow commenters. An investigation of the comment sections of 
The A.V. Club’s reviews of season four of Arrested Development further 
understanding of the way that these interactions are spaces for the creation 
of rhetoric. Hauser’s vernacular rhetoric “widens the scope of rhetoric to 
include instances of vernacular exchange, direct attention to collective 
reasoning processes as they are disclosed in vernacular exchanges, locate 
public opinion and processes of creating common understanding, and 
regards the dialogue of vernacular talk as a significant way by which public 
opinion is developed.”22 The creation of vernacular rhetoric is apparent in 
the following selected comments and exchanges from The A.V. Club. 


Many comments on Arrested Development reviews focus on viewer 
disappointment when watching the early episodes of the series. Responding 
to concerns of viewers who had only watched the first few episodes, 
commenters on the site’s first Arrested Development review worked to 
influence the opinions of others and convince them to give the series 
another chance, as exemplified by the following exchange: 


Tim Lieder: I thought so too. It was also a big part of why I didn’t 
like the first episode—because even though I agree with the writers of 
this column that Michael is just as crazy and as self-centered as the rest 
of the Bluth clan, I think it’s much funnier when his insanity is just 
below the surface and he has that veneer of straight man. 


Then I saw all the episodes and started rewatching the show. Now 
it’s hilarious. 


ButlerWhoGooglesThings: Knowing where everything is going 
makes these two episodes much better. I’m not saying they were 
terrible as stand-alone episodes, but just that they are improved with 
context. 


George Sr. in the “sweat and squeeze” con was a perfect character 
moment and Michael getting voted out was as strong a scene as 
anything they’ve ever done. 


These comments exemplify Hauser’s assertion that vernacular rhetoric 
helps sway public opinion. Commenters who want others to continue 
watching the series first commiserate through an initial and shared 
disappointment. They then encourage their peers to continue watching by 
stating their pleasure with the progression of the season, often by 
foreshadowing some of the particularly appealing humorous situations. 


Additionally, through mention of their progression through the Arrested 
Development season, commenters are able to cultivate comment section 
ethos: 


Tearinitup Drifter: Not sure if this helps, but the stuff at college is 
happening six months prior to the events in the opening scenes in 
episode one (I think...). I’ve only seen these two episodes. 


spicoli323: Having seen almost the whole season ... you are correct 
about this. 


MothaF_NDixon: Having seen 10 episodes now, these earlier 

episodes certainly “age” well after you get more info and scenes that 
come later. I’ll definitely be rewatching this again, as it appears it may 
be as enjoyable as the first watch but for completely different reasons. 


In this interaction, the replies begin with users couching their statement 


with “Having seen.” This notification creates a hierarchy of understanding 


and credibility when it comes to comments on Arrested Development. 


Moreover, the use of similar language demonstrates the way that vernacular 
rhetoric in this particular public space is quickly adopted by others, eager to 
give order to the chaos of the disrupted temporarily of the communal 
television experience. 


An examination of the Vulture comment section demonstrates a 
continuation of themes found in the comments of The A.V. Club. However, 
unlike the reviews structure of The A.V. Club, Vulture’s reviewers released 
15 reviews (one for each episode of season four of Arrested Development) 
all on the same day, with promises of more in-depth recaps in the coming 
weeks. Thus, the site was able to satisfy fans demanding immediate spaces 
of discourse without imposing a more traditional weekly or bi-weekly 
limitation. 


In these spaces, commenters continued to display forms of encouragement 
for fellow viewers, supplemented through an ethos generated from their 
progression through the series. Interacting with critic and fellow commenter 
Matt Zoller Seitz, johnnyb0731 wrote, 


I’m glad that you enjoyed the season. I watched it all on Sunday and 
while I thought the first two episodes were slowish I loved the season 
after that. I think it took some adjusting to the difference in structures 
and how the jokes were going to be set up and layered together. I’ve 
been very surprised to see the negative reactions by a lot of the critics 
because I think that the show came back better than I could have 
dreamed it would. 


Here, the user is able to establish their credibility by stating that s/he not 
only watched the entirety of season four, but also did so in a single day. 
Though the comment is directed at creating dialogue with a particular user, 
johnnyb0731 acknowledges widespread community concerns that the series 
“starts slowly,” which helps encourage those hesitant to continue to keep 
watching. This encouragement continues with an interaction between two 
users in the site’s review of the first episode: 


AaronKT: I didn’t much care for this episode the first time around. It 
took me a few episodes to get into it. But having watched them all and 
rewatching episode 1, I giggled all the way through this episode. If 


anything this season is even more dense then it used to be.... 
Showstealer pro trail version was the best gag this episode. 


backinstolaf: @AaronKT Yes, once you watch the whole season and 
start rewatching you catch a lot of small things that make it so much 
better!! 


Yet again, it is clear that many users desire a space to discuss the series in 
its entirety. However, interaction with one another is difficult, as there is 
potential for spoilers or lack of frame of reference, as some commenters 
may not have yet watched the entire series. As such, how many episodes an 
individual has watched becomes an important qualifier and self-identifier in 
this vernacular community. 


Overall, these adaptations by both writers and commenters represent the 
rudimentary stage of the post-temporal television world. Nevertheless, it 
appears that adjustments by entertainment publications to Netflix and other 
streaming services will only continue. The unsettled nature of time and 
viewer participation creates a myriad of problems for writers and audiences 
alike, who now have no frame of reference as to the progress that others 
have made in their favorite programs. Taken together, “studies of vernacular 
rhetoric offer news about the ways in which ongoing social discourse serves 
as a mode of influence on what people think and do.” By examining the 
interaction between commenters and critics in these online discourse 
communities, it is possible to gain a better understanding of the formation 
of vernacular rhetoric. Ultimately, these examinations illuminate the 
ongoing negotiation of temporality and the communal television experience 
created by Netflix’s release model. 


Conclusion 


This essay’s examination of audience and critic responses to Netflix’s 
distribution practices provides insight to the negotiated rhetorical 
vernacular of the new communal television viewing experience. The 
traditional communal television experience is predicated upon temporal 


confines created by a regular episode release schedule. With the advent of 
the Internet as a space for communal discussion, this audience regulation 
was reinforced, as audience members were able to take part in regularly 
scheduled discussions with more users than ever before. However, Netflix’s 
practices have disrupted not only the temporality of the longstanding 
distribution model, but also the communal experience of discussion. While 
this essay examines some of these developing reactions, it should be noted 
that these sites, reviews, Netflix series, and comments are merely a fraction 
of the dialogue that continues to regularly occur online. Nevertheless, these 
interactions represent new developments regarding the changing 
temporality of communal television and the concomitant communal 
television experience. 


When taken in the context of the history of television, Netflix’s all-at-once 
distribution strategy is still in its nascent stages. It seems clear the Netflix as 
a brand and content producer understands audience in ways never before 
realized. Networks under traditional television model are at an inherent 
disadvantage compared to online streaming services that have access to 
enormous amounts of consumer data. Conversely, Netflix has been able to 
leverage this advantage in order to grow in popularity and release near 
guaranteed hit programs. Traditional television, meanwhile, continues a 
long-established haphazard model for new releases, while Netflix is able to 
gather data about the programs people are watching in new and efficient 
ways. Recent data claims that 35 percent of all U.S. consumers ages 13 to 
54 state that they use Netflix at least once a month.“ Subscribers watch an 
average of five series and four movies a week.22 In essence, “Netflix 
doesn’t know merely what we’re watching, but when, where and with what 
kind of device we’re watching. It keeps a record of every time we pause the 
action—or rewind, or fast-forward—and how many of us abandon a show 
entirely after watching for a few minutes.”=2 


In many ways, then, the “risk” of spending $100 million to create House of 
Cards was not a risk at all. Netflix knew that there was an audience that 
loved the original BBC version as well as director David Fincher and actor 
Kevin Spacey. As such, there was no gamble; the algorithms demonstrated 
that an audience existed for this program. How Netflix continues to adapt to 
audience demands—the simultaneous and yet conflicting desires for both 


binge-able, all-at-one television releases and a communal television 
experience—remains to be seen. Nevertheless, many of the recent actions 
taken by Netflix demonstrate a critical awareness of the conflict by the 
media giant. 


Netflix does appear to be aware of the relationship between websites that 
write about television and the viewers that watch and comment on it. When 
releasing the second season of House of Cards, some reviewers indicated 
that Netflix required them to adhere to a heavy-handed embargo agreement 
that prohibited reviews of the first four episodes before the series’ release 
date.*2 According to Pam Brown, the agreement included the vague, yet 
ominous statement, “I understand and agree that any breach of these 
conditions will cause irreparable harm for which recovery of money 
damages alone would be inadequate.”*+ Here Netflix expressed concern that 
the season’s surprises could be spoiled for viewers. In a larger sense, 
Netflix’s actions continued to dismantle not only the traditional communal 
television model, but also the entrenched power relationship between the 
television critic and viewers. It is also worth noting that at least one writer 
defied Netflix’s wishes and released a review of the first episode early.“ It 
appears then, at least for now, that those whose careers depend on early 
access—and the ability to drive public opinion—are most concerned about 
the way Netflix has altered the familiar communal television model. 


It should be noted that Netflix benefits by disrupting the communal 
television experience. The company’s programming has been extremely 
successful, and the publicity garnered by each subsequent release generates 
continued interest in Netflix original series. Moreover, the aforementioned 
studies demonstrate that television audiences prefer binge-watching, which, 
while contrary to the traditional communal television model, is still an 
example of the media giant understanding and catering to audiences in a 
way that network and cable television cannot. Despite its existence as an 
agent of change, Netflix has instituted features that help to create a sense of 
communal experience. Movies and series on the media platform are sorted 
by categories including the long-standing “Popular in Your Area” and the 
more recently tested feature “Trending Now.” As of April 2015, “Trending 
Now?” is still in its beta test, and the feature is not available to all users. 
According to Netflix’s official statement, the company notes that the feature 


“allows us to not only personalize this row based on the context like time of 
day and day of week, but also react to sudden changes in collective interests 
of members, due to real-world events such as Oscars or Halloween.”22 
Though Netflix’s non-live, binge-watch model may appear to be anathema 
to live events and a larger television community, Netflix seems aware of the 
audience’s desire for greater connectivity and open to features that 
accomplish this feat. 


Finally, it is worth noting that Netflix’s influential distribution strategies 
have now begun to influence film releases as well. In a 2013 speech, 
Netflix’s Ted Sarandos remarked, “The model that we’re doing for TV 
should work for movies. Why not premiere movies the same day on Netflix 
that they are opening in theaters?”“4 This development is a monumental 
shift for how films are distributed, and will therefore surely have a myriad 
of impacts on the communal experience of movies. Though this change is 
beyond the scope of this research, it does represent a future area of study for 
scholars, as both television and movies are enveloped in the larger umbrella 
of entertainment. Moreover, it demonstrates that the impact of streaming 
services on the temporal nature of the communal experience of 
entertainment media is malleable and in constant flux due to rapid 
technological advances and desire for convenience. 


The evolving temporal nature of the communal television experience 
represents a space to extend theories of rhetorical vernacular posited by 
Hauser, McClellan, and Cintron. As evidenced by the interactions on 
Vulture, The A.V. Club, and Grantland, the continuing interactions of critics, 
writers, and commenters represent the vanguard of a developing area for 
rhetorical examination. Furthermore, entertainment publications are still in 
unsettled territory in terms of negotiating an effective and acceptable 
communal space audience discussion. 


Through a greater understanding of the audience, Netflix has been able to 
quickly rival the success of traditional television. Audiences engaging in 
binge-watching are lured by convenience, yet simultaneously forced to 
adapt their familiar communal experiences, perpetuated via social media, 
blogs, and other online mediums, in order to fit this new model. As such, 
Netflix has had a number of revolutionary impacts on temporality—both in 


the digital and physical world. Furthermore, the disruption of online 
communities has created a space for burgeoning rhetorical vernacular, as 
audience members and bloggers struggle to adapt to a loss of traditional 
regulation. While many of these changes are still in their early stages, it is 
clear that Netflix and other streaming media have permanently altered both 
temporality and the communal television experience. 
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Terms of Excess 


Binge-Viewing as Epic-Viewing in the Netflix Era 


DJOYMI BAKER 


The term binge-viewing has been adopted by the television industry, 
popular press, and scholars to describe watching several consecutive 
episodes or even seasons of a program in one sitting. Currently, 70 percent 
of U.S. viewers identify themselves as television bingers.2 The term binge 
has been under-theorized in current scholarship, and its negative 
associations of excessive consumption warrant closer examination. This 
essay argues that Netflix’s narrative, promotional, and release strategies are 
predicated on a spectator endurance that might more fruitfully be conceived 
of as epic-viewing. Netflix creates its brand profile by encouraging viewers 
to perceive its products as best experienced as one epic text, from its back 
catalog of licensed programs across a multitude of genres, to its in-house 
productions such as House of Cards (2013-), Arrested Development (2003-— 
2006, 2013), or Marco Polo (2014-2016). Netflix positions itself as the 
bigger, better option, offering it all—and right now. When Netflix launched 
House of Cards on its streaming service in February 2013, it made the 
entire first season available at once. At the time, other providers offered 
new programs in installments, and only their old series could be accessed as 
complete seasons. Netflix delivered an immediate and continuous epic, 
creating a new paradigm. 


Binge- Viewing 


In 2014, OxfordDictionaries.com added a separate entry for “binge-watch” 
(including under this umbrella its close cousin “binge-view”), tracing its use 


as a verb to the 1990s, but noting in its press release: 


Use of the word binge-watch has shown a steady increase over the past 
two years, with notable spikes in usage recorded around the Netflix 
releases of House of Cards, Season Two in February 2014 and Orange 
Is the New Black, Season Two in June 2014. According to Oxford’s 
language monitoring programme, the use of binge-watch increased 
fourfold in February 2014 and tripled in June 2014.3 


While the term in this context has yet to make its way into the Oxford 
English Dictionary, binge-viewing has become such an essential part of the 
Netflix branding that the company now harnesses the concept for both its 
production and marketing.4 


The word binge obviously has a much longer history. Originally referring to 
the soaking of a vessel, in the nineteenth century it became a slang term 
meaning to soak oneself in alcohol—that is, through excessive 
consumption.2 The word gradually became attached to forms of excessive 
indulgence, firstly eating, and then other activities.° Drawing on the history 
of the term and its cultural connotations, binge is associated with excess and 
overindulgence, such that it carries with it suggestions of suspect and even 
potentially self-harming behavior. Although the lightness of tone with 
which binge-viewing is often used in popular and scholarly work suggests 
these negative connotations may well be undergoing a cultural 
transformation, we nonetheless need to think through the implications of the 
term’s use in our current context. As Debra Ramsay notes, we do not refer 
to “binge-listening” or “binge-reading,” suggesting that the term’s adoption 
for television viewing “implies a vague distaste for the medium itself.”2 
Particularly because most scholarship on television bingeing has not 
interrogated the implications of adopting the word binge from common 
usage, it is timely that we question the term’s role in reflecting and 
informing the way we currently engage with media. If binge-viewing 
suggests excessive consumption, the question remains, in excess of what? 


Rethinking Television Spectatorship 


Netflix’s association with and promotion of binge-viewing must be placed 
within the broader history of television, and the shifting dynamics of its 
relationship with the audience. Although the advent of VCRs, DVD box 
sets, and now streaming services, offer viewers the ability to concentrate on 
one program for an extended amount of time, these technologies find their 
place within the dominant discourse of what John Ellis famously termed the 
distracted TV glance.® This shifting relationship between television and its 
viewers throughout the medium’s history has consistently been framed by 
reference to older media forms such as radio, cinema, and even the novel. 
Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin argue that new media validate 
themselves through comparison to older established media, situating 
themselves as a refashioned and improved model in a process that the pair 
has termed “remediation.” Television history, from its early years through 
to Netflix, is indicative of the way we make sense of the new by reference 
to the old, but also the conceptual limitations of this approach as we seek to 
explain the binge experience of Netflix. 


Television was initially called “visual radio” in its purely conceptual days, 
thereby aligning it with the dominant domestic medium of the time.12 
Indeed, radio broadcasting companies were the main investors in television 
in the developmental years of the 1920s and 1930s. In the post-war years, 
television was still financed by radio advertising revenue, but once it 
became financially self-sufficient in the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
television was explicitly marketed to emphasize its value as a replacement 
for radio, cinema, and the theater.44 Lynn Spigel notes how advertisements 
in the 1950s characterized television in terms of “‘family theater,’ the 
‘video theater,’ the ‘chairside theater,’ the ‘living room theater,’ and so 
forth,” evoking both live theater and the movie theater./4 Television was 
marketed as being better than theater, because television could give you a 
perfect view of the action, and provide the intimacy of the close-up.42 You 
did not need to buy the best seats in the theater; you already had them in 
your home. Like “visual radio,” this conception of television stressed the 
benefits of a domestic medium. The theatrical references, however, suggest 
that the cultural value of television could only be asserted through 
comparisons with non-domestic media. 


In these early days when television viewing was still seen as a special 
occasion, John Hartley and Tom O’Regan argue that television 
spectatorship had a wider social aspect, and what they term a “quasi- 
cinematic” quality.44 The novelty of the first person in the street to buy a 
prohibitively expensive television set meant that neighbors would be invited 
to watch television as a local community./2 Over time, as set ownership 
became more common, this communal viewing gave way to private, family 
viewing. It was television’s status as a type of familiar domestic appliance 
that led John Ellis to characterize broadcast television as “intimate and 
everyday, a part of home life rather than any kind of special event.”!® 
Television went from a deluxe item requiring your full attention, to just 
another appliance. It was partly due to this domestic context that Ellis 
suggested television was characterized by a distracted glance./4 He writes: 


The regime of TV viewing is thus very different from the cinema: TV 
does not encourage the same degree of spectator concentration. There 
is no surrounding darkness, no anonymity of the fellow viewers, no 
large image, no lack of movement amongst the spectators, no rapt 
attention. TV is not usually the only thing going on, sometimes it is not 
even the principal thing. TV is treated casually rather than 
concentratedly. It is something of a last resort (“What’s on TV tonight, 
then?”) rather than a special event. It has a lower degree of sustained 
concentration from its viewers, but a more extended period of 


watching and more frequent use than cinema.1® 


In its transition from “visual radio,” through to “video theater,” and finally 
to domestic appliance, the remediation of television indicates shifting terms 
of comparison as well as associated shifts in the audience relationship to the 
television. 


From one perspective, the model of the distracted television glance within 
the domestic setting might be seen as even more distracted in the current 
era. Thus House of Cards actor Kevin Spacey, presenting the James 
MacTaggart Memorial Lecture at the Guardian Edinburgh International 
Television Festival in 2013, characterized the shift in television viewing this 
way: 


Now when I think about what the MacTaggart lecture was like 40 
years ago.... | imagine that the audience ... probably went home ... 
and shared that time-honored tradition when the entire family would 
gather around the television set.... Today, when I think about how all 
of you might go home.... It’s more likely you’ve already recorded It’s 
a Wonderful Life (1946) on your DVR, as you gamely try to gather the 
family around the giant movie screen that you’ve installed in what 
used to be the garage; then you can try to find out where your children 
are on Facebook; you might ask your partner to stop Instagramming 
photos ... of the meal that they’ve just ordered ... while Grandma 
desperately pins even more pictures of cats on her Pinterest page, as 
your son quietly and surreptitiously clears his entire browser history, 
and your daughter Tweets how boring It’s a Wonderful Life is ... you 
too will feel that warm family glow of precious time when we all come 
together to basically ignore each other.!2 


If we take Spacey’s perspective, we might see ourselves as hyper-distracted, 
multi-tasking television viewers. Of course, Ellis’s notion of the distracted 
television viewer was always inherently one of the multi-tasker who might 
be engaged in other domestic activities in between—or while in the process 
of—watching television. The difference, then, is not so much the 
multitasking itself, but rather the simultaneous multitasking across various 
media platforms. As Amanda D. Lotz argues, “We may continue to watch 
television, but the new technologies available to us require new rituals of 
use.”22 


Spacey’s imaginary contemporary family audience calls to mind what new 
media theorist Dan Harries has referred to as the blurring of “old media 
viewing and new media using as ‘viewsing.’”2 It also reflects what Stephen 
E. Dinehart has called the viewer/user/player, or VUP, for although Spacey 
frames his multitasking family within a discourse of distraction, it is also 
possible—and indeed increasingly likely—that the other media we might be 
using while watching television could be related to the series we are in the 
process of watching.22 This extends the nature of our engagement with the 
series even as it diverts our attention from being focused solely on the 
television text. The television glance may still be in operation here, but it is 
a far more complex in the new media context. 


Against the concept of the hyper-distracted contemporary television viewer, 
we must—at one at the same time—allow for its near opposite, the 
intensely engaged binge-viewer. The sketch-comedy series Portlandia 
(2011-) illustrates this intensity take to ridiculous extremes in “One Moore 
Episode” (2012), in which a couple become so entranced with the rebooted 
Battlestar Galactica (2004—2009) that they lose their jobs and suffer all 
manner of physical discomforts—including crusty eyes and bladder 
infections—all in the name of continuing their binge-viewing. This 
particular form of binge engagement with television is, then, more focused, 
more intense, more all-consuming than its cinematic counterpart. Even if 
we only take into account the practical element of duration of sustained 
engagement—that is, the total running time that we devote to viewing in 
one sitting—the idea of television being characterized by a distracted 
domestic glance is reconfigured in this context. The domestic setting allows 
us to devote so very many continuous hours to the one program. We are 
particularly able to binge on our favorite programs at home because we can 
be comfy in our jammies in bed, or allow ourselves to become crusty and 
disgusting—as in Portlandia—without anyone seeing. We can also both 
time-shift and space-shift our viewing to other locations, and in the case of 
Netflix, very easily pick up where we left off. 


Many commentators both in the popular press and scholarly writing have 
noted that binge-viewing changes how we experience television, and have 
reframed this form of television spectatorship in reference to other media. 
Michael Z. Newman and Elena Levine argue that “the intensity of 
uninterrupted viewing makes the experience of a TV show more like that 
[of] a book or film.”22 This common comparison, and the ongoing process 
of television remediation more broadly, is an attempt to grapple with shifts 
in spectatorship, but we should be wary of completely dismissing the 
discourse of distraction. While our Portlandia couple becomes incredibly 
resentful that anyone would want to contact them while viewing Battlestar, 
they still manage to order take-out, and text a friend to get out of a social 
event. The intense absorption of the Portlandia couple in the television text, 
and their unwillingness to be distracted from it, does not preclude other 
domestic, social, and media distractions to their viewing, even as they 
prioritize the television to a ridiculous extent. What we have today, then, is 
both the hyper-distracted glancing viewer and the focused binge-viewer 


enabled by co-existing technologies at the same cultural moment, even 
potentially in the same viewer. 


Before DVD box sets and streaming services were even available, fan 
engagement with television texts suggest that the medium has always been 
capable of attracting our focused attention (and not just our casual glance), 
depending on our level of interest in a particular program. Matt Hills argues 
that the advent of DVD box sets “enable[d] fans to set their own pace of 
consumption, ‘bingeing’ on a series by watching multiple episodes at any 
one time if the narrative pull is sufficient.”24 Yet as Lotz argues, broadcast 
television, cable, or DVD require “viewers ... to negotiate contradictory fan 
motivations—viewing as soon as available versus” viewing all at once.22 
This is where Netflix steps in; its marketing strategy very much centered on 
resolving that conflict. In the contemporary era, bingeing in particular need 
not be characterized as a fandom practice per se any more but simply as a 
contemporary viewing norm. In Portlandia, binge-watching becomes 
associated with an obsessive form of fandom, as the couple seeks out an 
unsuspecting man in their city who happens to share the name of 
Battlestar’s executive producer and writer Ronald D. Moore, in order to 
press him into writing more episodes. The Portlandia couple’s obsession 
with Battlestar only dissipates when a new program is found to be binge- 
worthy—Doctor Who (1963-1989, 1996, 2005-).2° If the majority of 
viewers now engage in binge-viewing, it becomes an example of the 
argument mounted by Hills, Henry Jenkins, and Joshua Green that marginal 
fan activities tend to become mainstream over time, and indeed are 
increasingly encouraged as a promotional strategy.24 The ongoing transition 
towards normalization is important to the way in which we conceptualize 
binge-viewing—and indeed fandom—because associations with excess 
become more difficult to sustain. Who, then, is to say what constitutes 
excess in terms of television viewing? 


Epic- Viewing 


Netflix markets itself as “the future of television,” situating itself as a new 
form of television that goes beyond the previously dominant temporal 


norms, such that excess is positioned positively.28 In her work on the epic in 
cinema and television, Vivian Sobchack suggests that “an excess of 
temporality finds it form in, or ‘equals,’ extended duration,” of going 
beyond the normal running time.22 While Sobchack specifically focuses on 
the epic as a genre, she also claims that “what signifies temporal excess is 
not universal but culturally and historically determined.”22 Netflix’s 
strategy of designing and releasing texts such as House of Cards based upon 
the assumption and encouragement of consecutive viewing has become one 
of the new signifiers of temporal excess in Sobchack’s terms. 


From May through June 2015, Samsung Australia put out a joint promotion 
for its UHD TVs with a six-month complementary Netflix subscription. The 
broadcast television and YouTube advertisement depicted a couple who, 
like Frank Underwood of House of Cards, loathe “the necessity of sleep,” 
as they press on for “just one more episode.”2! On HBO, if you want one 
more episode of Game of Thrones (2011—), you have to wait another week. 
If you want one more episode of House of Cards, you can just keep 
watching. Netflix’s marketing and delivery model is thereby based upon an 
assumed and encouraged mode of consumption that exceeds the temporality 
of its competitors, and consolidates a new temporal norm for television. 
With Amazon Prime making Transparent (2014—) available all at once “a la 
Netflix,” and NBC “taking a cue from Netflix” by releasing a full season of 
Aquarius (2015-2016), both streaming and broadcast television providers 
are starting to copy this model, but tellingly in popular discourse it is 
always with reference to the game changer, Netflix.22 


Because Sobchack’s primary frame of reference is the epic film, she 
suggests that the genre’s transfer to television in the form of the miniseries 
in the 1970s and 1980s constituted a “formal debasement of the genre.”22 
Free broadcast television, she argues, created a medium with “lowered 
expectations.”=4 For Sobchack, the broadcast miniseries formally alters the 
“temporal field” of the Hollywood historical epic, into an “episodic and 
fragmented exhibition.”2* It is a decline in spatial terms of the screen size; 
in temporal terms of the length and cohesion of the text; and in terms of 
spectatorship. The history of television’s response to the cinematic epic in 
fact reaches back to the 1950s and 1960s, as children’s programs and one- 
off specials attempted to harness the popularity of the epic, albeit within the 


considerable limitations of television.2° From this historical, medium- 
specific vantage point, the miniseries of the 1970s and 1980s was, rather, an 
expansion of scale.24 Regardless, Sobchack suggests that television is 
unable to match the experience of the cinematic epic, arguing that the epic 
film demands an act of spectator endurance that heightens one’s awareness 
of bodily temporality.22 She writes: 


On the one hand, experiencing this extraordinary cinematic duration, 
the spectator as a body-subject is made more presently aware than 
usual of his or her bodily presence—indeed, is “condemned” to the 
present and physically “tested” by the length of the film’s duration. On 
the other hand, however, enduring the film in the present imprints the 
body with a brute sense of the possibility of transcending the present, 
of the literal and material capacity of [a] human being to continue and 
last through events.22 


As Sobchack is keen to point out, our human awareness of our own 
temporality is always “culturally encoded,” and therefore subject to 
variation within and across cultures and time periods.“2 In our current era, 
heightened temporality is sent up in both the Portlandia skit and the 
Samsung Netflix promotion, a feat of television endurance in which just 
one more episode is never enough. For the 70 percent of U.S. viewers 
watching television successively, surely by comparison it is the cinema— 
regardless of its visual scale—that begins to feel very small in temporal 
terms, its narrative and character development squeezed into only two to 
three hours running time.*! The “elevation and transcendence of individual 
temporality” in Sobchack’s terms thereby finds new and even extended 
expression in successive television viewing.4* While Sobchack focuses on 
the epic as a genre with specific thematic and iconographic features, epic- 
viewing in the contemporary era is a mode of consumption that transcends 
genre, “an excess of temporality” that is manifested across a vast range of 
program types as we experience them in one, epic expanse. 


While heightened temporality may well be a feature of all television 
bingeing, it is particularly pertinent for the Netflix production model that 
assumes and encourages a continuous streaming session. We can already 
indulge in an act of viewer endurance across an extended period time with 


any program of any genre, using DVD box sets, cable marathons or 
recorded content, streaming “box sets,” or Netflix’s considerable licensed 
back-catalog.*2 Netflix’s delivery makes the process easier to both 
commence and continue, either in the one sitting, or in consecutive sittings, 
with the ease of picking up where we left off across multiple media 
platforms. In this regard, streaming services such as Netflix offer a far more 
streamlined textual and temporal experience than earlier media forms. 
Netflix has set up an alignment between this extensive viewing experience 
and the immediacy of its brand new, high-end content. While its 
competitors weigh the merits of following their lead, currently Netflix is 
able to offer a number of new programs in full seasons, and then use its 
extensive library to keep viewers as a secondary branding point. Thus in the 
lead-up to the launch of Netflix in Australia in March 2015, all advertising 
material featured House of Cards. Upon going to the Australian Netflix 
website, however, the home page instead emphasized the depth of the 
library holdings (even though these are notably smaller than Netflix in the 
United States). This duality exemplifies the fact that Netflix chief content 
officer Ted Sarandos calls House of Cards its “brand ambassador,” designed 
to draw in new viewers, while the secondary appeal of the licensed holdings 
is intended to keep them.* Netflix primarily emphasizes its own premium 
titles because it is around them that they can stress the appeal of both 
instantaneous and expansive viewing pleasures of a new, high-end product. 


Sobchack’s phenomenological focus on the experience of spectatorship 
helps to point to another aspect of binge terminology. The fact that the term 
binge has gained traction in the popular press and scholarly work speaks not 
only to hierarchies of taste situated around different media, but also to the 
sometimes conflicted feeling of television overload (when we start finding 
it difficult to track and process what we have seen), and the desire to keep 
watching to find out what happens next (making it difficult to turn off). 
These conflicting experiences and feelings surrounding binge-viewing 
partly account for the numerous terms currently in circulation to describe 
and explain the phenomena, of which binge is the most prevalent.*® 


Lotz prefers to discuss “successive” viewing, certainly a far more neutral 
term.“ It is perhaps too understated, as it describes the practice but not the 
experience. In colloquial use, the alternative term marathon viewing has 


been used, suggestive of a lengthy act of endurance on the part of the 
audience—a challenge that the viewer meets and overcomes rather than one 
that overcomes the viewer.*2 A marathon implies effort, exhaustion, and 
perhaps even pride. Does a television marathon suggest something to be 
boasted about, rather than a guilty pleasure to be confessed? It might even 
imply that viewing can become hard work as well as—or even rather than 
—a pleasure. Sobchack stresses that it is the extended duration of the epic 
that punishes its audience with a feat of physical endurance, but that this 
very endurance becomes one the genre’s pleasures, and contributes towards 
its creation of a sense of time and history.*2 Taken beyond the confines of 
the epic genre, epic-viewing—particularly of expansive texts designed 
specifically to be viewed over several consecutive hours—thereby shares 
with marathon viewing this emphasis on endurance. The term television 
marathon has also been used to refer to a scheduling practice used by cable 
television from the mid—1980s, involving a sequential block of reruns from 
a particular series, although it has also been employed to refer to thematic 
block scheduling of programs or films (such as around a particular genre).22 
Marathon viewing comes with quite a different set of associations that are at 
one remove from either the potential cringe of the binge or the overly 
neutral phrase successive viewing, but given its history as a scheduling 
practice and its crossover with film programming, it requires some careful 
clarification if used. Furthermore, while it speaks to the viewing practice, it 
does not necessarily imply a particular type of text optimized for this 
practice. Therefore, the concept of marathon viewing is but one aspect of 
the broader concept of epic-viewing. 


Indeed, the “excess of temporality” that Sobchack discusses is not merely a 
function of viewing duration, but rather epic expansiveness is also created 
through the materiality of the text’s construction and promotion. Bearing 
this in mind, another colloquial term in circulation—cannonballing—also 
fails to encompass the broader means for creating this temporal field. 
Cannonballing evokes either a sense of speeding through a series, or 
jumping into it. A marathon brings to mind a race, but its defining features 
are its length and endurance rather than speed. Cannonballing, then, 
ostensibly describes the same activity but with an emphasis on getting 
through the one series as quickly as possible in the smallest number of 
sittings, rather than stressing the temporal expansiveness of the text and our 


experience of it. Marathon viewing and cannonballing each suggest 
different perceptions of temporality while engaged in extended viewing, 
and yet there is something lacking in their relationship with the way that the 
text itself has been both structured and marketed. 


Repurposing Television Conventions 


Making its in-house seasons available all at once, Netflix organizes its 
program structure and delivery to channel and prioritize a particular form of 
viewing experience based on the assumption that a high percentage of its 
customers are going to continuously watch multiple episodes. Most 
notoriously, in 2012 Netflix set up the “post-play” default system to 
automatically keep playing from episode to the next.22 The end credit 
sequence, traditionally a paratext that marks the end of the text to lead into 
the next, is cut short so that you can keep watching.°2 The credits are there 
if you want them, but they are deemed unnecessary (to the irritation of 
some customers who felt the feature spoilt the pace and mood). As a result 
of the backlash, in January 2014 Netflix enabled viewers to turn the feature 
off if they desired. Post-play is simply one of a string of methods to keep us 
watching. Before VHS, DVDs, time-shifting technologies, and full-season 
streaming, “narrative pull” would be designed to keep viewer interest from 
one week to another, including the use of formal devices such as a 
cliffhanger ending to an individual episode or a season, to make viewers 
come back. In an era when viewing can be what Lotz refers to as 
“deferred” and/or “successive,” these same cliffhangers might also prompt a 
viewer to simply keep watching in the same session, particularly if post- 
play is still enabled.22 In this case, a traditional structuring device has 
simply been reapplied to fit streaming, while others fall by the wayside. 
This is not a profound departure from the formal structures currently being 
used by all manner of serialized productions. Rather, cliffhangers and 
narrative pull are relied upon to achieve a related yet slightly different 
outcome: to make Netflix’s model of continued viewing in the same sitting 
appear more desirable than continued but delayed viewing the following 
week for new content available elsewhere. 


Netflix encourages customers to think of its products as best experienced in 
their overall epic duration. In the early days of broadcast television, 
sustained viewing meant watching a succession of different segments 
(including advertisements and news breaks) as part of what Raymond 
Williams famously termed television “flow.”2° Thus Williams argued that 
watching television actually meant watching television flow, not watching a 
particular program.22 Contemporary binge-viewing, by contrast, tends to be 
associated with watching one episode after another of the same series. Hills 
suggests DVD box sets separate the television program as individual text, 
removed from this broader context of traditional broadcast flow.22 Box sets 
are thereby able to isolate the viewer’s attention. A post-play enabled 
season on Netflix is similarly able to maintain viewer focus (although at the 
end of a season it will nonetheless suggest another program to move on to). 
A television program designed for ad-free streaming has no need for mini- 
cliffhangers before an advertisement break, and the way traditional episodic 
structure fits into broadcast television flow becomes irrelevant. Original 
Netflix content need not fit into a broadcast schedule (as one marketing 
tagline proclaims, “watch TV on your schedule’), and does not need to 
have stable episode or season lengths.22 The heightened association 
between Netflix’s in-house productions and binge-viewing rests partly upon 
its ability to optimize the structure of its series to fit its delivery model, 
minimizing repetitive exposition and maximizing what we might think of as 
a form of streaming flow. This form of optimized streaming flow 
encourages us to view (conceptually and literally) the television text as an 
expansive whole. If, for Sobchack, the broadcast miniseries fragments and 
thereby reduces the epic and its overall “temporal field,” then I would 
suggest that the cultivation of binge-viewing through the formal and 
technological devices employed by Netflix shifts its temporal field 
outwards once more.®2 Contemporary epic-viewing is predicated on the 
(encouraged) perception of television texts in their overall, epic entirety. 


Catering to this form of viewing is increasingly becoming a financial 
imperative, resulting in changes to television conventions. Epic-enabled 
series not only appeal to the majority of U.S. viewers who now watch 
television in successive episodes, but also facilitate the movement of a 
program from an initial weekly broadcast, to later continuous viewing.®! As 
a result, many writers for network and cable television now attempt to 


structure their series to cater for both types of viewing—weekly and 
continuous.®2 This is particularly important to secure a secondary market, 
including licensing through providers such as Netflix. In practical terms, 
this means being ever more vigilant about continuity, given that errors stand 
out more in successive viewing. As Jason Mittell argues, “bingeing on 
DVD can highlight narrative redundancies designed for weekly viewers,” 
such as recaps at the beginning of episodes, and explanatory exposition 
within episodes.®2 They may, therefore, become either annoying repetitions, 
or welcome signposts if we have lost concentration along the way.% It is 
financially advantageous for contemporary producers and writers to 
negotiate these competing demands, but Netflix is able to avoid this 
dilemma through its immediate delivery of its in-house products. 


The Netflix model of the epic-enabled program does not involve a radical 
departure from traditional television structuring devices, but rather their 
reapplication to continued streaming. This is evident in Arrested 
Development’s shift from Fox to Netflix. Seasons one through three of 
Arrested Development on Fox featured long-running gags that ran across 
episodes and seasons and therefore required an attentive viewer.= 
Nonetheless, by comparison Mareike Jenner suggests the series embarked 
on a more free-form narrative structure when it moved to Netflix for season 
four, “often creating mini-cliffhangers in the middle of a scene that are not 
resolved until several episodes later.”®® Although Mittell notes this long- 
form joke structure in the earlier seasons, the Netflix season four represents 
a heightening of the device in the reformulation of its entire episodic logic. 
Through season four, we gradually learn the reasons for the Bluth family’s 
absence from matriarch Lucille Bluth’s (Jessica Walter) trial, in a series of 
overlapping narratives and timelines rather than in a linear progression. As 
this structure becomes clear, the viewer soon realizes that each episode 
viewed in isolation does not fully reveal its significance and the way it fits 
into the other narratives, creating an ongoing puzzle we are invited to put 
together across the season as a whole. Jenner suggests that this structure of 
interspersed mini-cliffhangers was intended precisely “to encourage ‘binge- 
viewing’” across multiple episodes.™ 


While Sobchack suggests that the epic requires a feat of spectator 
endurance—through which our experience of bodily temporality becomes 


heightened—season four of Arrested Development is structured to reward 
this endurance not only through the narrative puzzle as a pleasure in its own 
right, but also in its contribution to the show’s genre-specific pleasures— 
that is, the way that the narrative special effect underpins the comedic 
“coincidences” across the series.®2 The Netflix season of Arrested 
Development becomes the most recent form of what Mittell has termed 
contemporary “narrative complexity” in television that reflects “a shifting 
balance” between “episodic and serial forms.”©2 Season four adopts the 
puzzle narrative structure, but also employs what Mittell terms “the 
narrative special effect. These moments push the operational aesthetic to the 
foreground, calling attention to the constructed nature of the narration and 
asking us to marvel at how the writers pulled it off.”“2 Given that Mittell 
cites the intersection of plot strands in earlier seasons of Arrested 
Development by way of example, we should see Netflix season four as a 
further amplification of the narrative special effect, restructuring the 
program in its formation of character-specific episodes with overlapping 
timelines that we can keep track of more easily if we watch them in close 
succession.“ The viewer who consumes season four of Arrested 
Development in Netflix’s encouraged and preferred continuous mode is 
thereby rewarded for their intense investment of time by being better placed 
to piece together its complex overlapping narrative and temporal web, even 
as they may struggle to both physically endure the experience and mentally 
maintain concentration (an issue about which series creator Mitch Hurwitz 
has since expressed concerns). 


A desire to reformulate the narrative structure of episodes also partly 
explains why Kevin Spacey, along with his fellow executive producers, 
ended up taking House of Cards to Netflix. David Fincher, Beau Willimon, 
and Spacey had tried taking the concept to the other major networks, but 
every one of them demanded a pilot before going ahead. Spacey and his 
colleagues wanted to avoid the level of exposition and arbitrary cliffhangers 
that the pilot format requires, preferring the extended time frame of the 
series as a whole to let the characters and plot lines play out more 
gradually. Netflix purchased the series without a pilot, basing their 
decision instead on their audience data. This is a narrowcast niche audience 
approach rather than a broadcast mass audience approach of the past, albeit 
with Internet-enabled broad distribution potential.4 While Netflix approved 


the slower narrative exposition for House of Cards, the series still leaves the 
ramification of key events (such as a murder at the end of season one) to the 
following season to play out, an old-school cliffhanger method to bring 
viewers back. The Netflix approach thereby means texts can be designed to 
be tighter in their minimizing of exposition, and yet more freeform in their 
pacing, while still using (or reworking, in the case of Arrested 
Development) traditional narrative devices such as the cliffhanger. We 
should ultimately be wary of considering these narrative strategies as 
particularly new when viewed in the context of the narrative complexity of 
cable programming, exemplified in older programs such as The Sopranos 
(1999-2007) or The Wire (2002—2008). Encouraging viewers to return for 
future episodes or seasons is standard. Encouraging viewers to watch a 
whole, uninterrupted season is epic. Put simply, why wait? 


Aesthetics of Expense 


The reconfiguration of the television text to fit the Netflix model, and both 
cultivate and reward the endurance of its viewers, has also become part of 
an ongoing discourse around hierarchies of quality and taste, and the 
various ways in which these values may be deliberately promoted as a 
branding exercise. Timothy Todreas has argued that in the era of digital 
television we have seen a “great value shift from conduit to content.”& 
With the renewed attention paid to content, comes the focus of selling 
individual titles along the lines of what has variously been described as 
high-end television, and more often as quality television. Although this 
latter term has a rather complicated history that precedes the current 
streaming era, for our purposes here it is worth noting that there has been an 
intersection between the discourses of quality TV and perceived binge- 
worthiness. Among its many debated characteristics, quality television 
has been associated with high-budgets, critical acclaim, and also with a 
programming and marketing strategy to pitch television to a desirable, high- 
income audience, particularly viewers who might not otherwise watch the 
medium. Mario Klarer writes that “unlike one or two decades ago, today 
almost every single network or premium channel” wants a “flagship” high- 


end serial drama “in their portfolios,” not only to draw a particular 
demographic but also to raise the status of their brand. The Netflix in- 
house productions are premised on this brand-building marketing strategy. 
Thus Spacey, perhaps somewhat immodestly, sees House of Cards as 
belonging to a current “Golden Age of Quality Television.”22 As Newman 
and Levine argue, it is only certain types of programs that are identified as 
quality in each supposed “Golden Age.”®! Bearing this qualification in 
mind, we might see quality TV in terms of a type of market-driven (high- 
end) production and promotion strategy that may be present across different 
eras, even if it enters periods of heightened use. Because texts must be 
deemed worthy enough to warrant sustained attention, continuous viewing 
has become particularly linked with the notion of “quality TV.”®2 


Netflix has used the immediate delivery of its flagship products (such as 
House of Cards and Orange Is the New Black [2013-]) as its point of 
branding difference in a competitive market. Netflix’s original content is in 
the minority when compared to its far more numerous licensed items, which 
viewers could also be watching continuously on demand. Despite this, 
advertising focuses primarily upon Netflix original products as part of the 
trend towards premium brand creation. Given that other providers also have 
high-end original products, Netflix tries to position itself as intrinsically 
superior because its premium products can be enjoyed all at once, 
immediately, in one grand, expansive, epic-viewing experience. Even as its 
competitors tentatively start to copy this model, the public discourse 
surrounding such releases is always tied back to Netflix, and as such Netflix 
currently maintains its public profile as the home of this new model of 
delivery and spectatorship. 


Sobchack notes that while extended duration is the primary means through 
which the epic employs excess temporality, there are nonetheless many 
ways in which temporal excess itself can be signified.® The title sequence 
to House of Cards features 37 time-lapse photography sequences of 
Washington, D.C., by photographer Drew Grace, chosen from 120 shots 
taken in High Dynamic Range (HDR, which can register the large 
variations in luminosity between day and night shots) over a six-month time 
span.®4 Time-lapse photography captures an expanse of time and 
compresses it, its mastery over time being the site of its formal and 


aesthetic pleasures. John Ellis notes that while network programs are 
frequently reducing titles to a mere title card, more expensive cable 
productions use an extended title sequence as an overt marker of quality.®2 
For a Netflix full-season epic experience, a long, repeated title sequence 
each episode would seem largely redundant, as the viewer does not need to 
be reminded that their series is starting, and may simply skip the opening 
sequence.® Titles nonetheless continue to contribute to quality branding, 
and thereby prime our anticipation of the text even into a new era in which 
their role might otherwise be undermined. The House of Cards time-lapse 
images embody the investment of time and money that produced them, and 
thereby assert the worthiness of the program as a whole to receive our own 
investment of time and money. 


The title sequence to House of Cards also raises an expectation of on- 
location shooting, and therefore speaks both to the (high) budget of the 
series and the perceived (high) quality associated with it. D.C. is shown 
from the Capitol to barrels of waste dumped on the river’s edge; a seat of 
political power along with its discarded filth, presented with the same 
beautifully lit, crisp HDR photographic aesthetic that manages to make 
waste look good. The images mirror the political drama in which the ability 
of the Underwoods to manipulate appearances proves more powerful than 
the less palatable realities of their lives. It is a landscape that speaks to the 
literal eradication of people in the titles and the narrative—as people 
captured in the time-lapse shots were painted out of the title sequence to 
create the right tone.“ For season two, this sterility is amplified in the 
subtle shift to winter images with bare trees, a harshness of environment 
suited to the Underwoods’ increasingly ruthless machinations throughout 
the season.®8 By drawing on the genre associations and thematic concerns 
of a particular program, a full title sequence such as House of Cards (as 
opposed to its literally poorer cousin, the brief title card) can become part of 
our viewing ritual that conspicuously asserts its quality in its images and 
sounds as a form of pleasure. 


As part of this imagery of expense, we should also add star persona, as 
Oscar-winning actors such as Kevin Spacey in House of Cards or Maggie 
Smith in Downton Abbey (2010-2015) are overtly paraded markers of 
quality.22 Attracting award-winning actors from the cinema into high-cost 


television productions helps foster the perception of a “cinematic TV” 
hybrid, and add brand equity.22 Indeed, Brett Mills notes that the term 
“quality TV” is often found alongside cinematic TV, tending to equate 
simply with a program that looks expensive, in that imagery “is 
foregrounded as an element of a programme that audiences are invited to 
take pleasure in.”2! The concept of cinematic TV is one that has gained 
traction among scholars and the popular press, and yet is also coming under 
increased criticism.24 As with the concept of quality TV, Mills points out 
that “it’s clear that the term ‘cinematic’ is one associated with hierarchical 
ideas of quality, and is perceived to be a compliment when appropriated for 
television.”22 


With this focus on the overt markers of high-end production as signs of 
both aesthetic and cultural value, David Carr of the New York Times 
proclaimed “the vast wasteland of television has been replaced by an excess 
of excellence” that viewers can have difficulty keeping up with.24 Carr 
argues that this overwhelming supply of (what he calls) quality television 
has brought with it “intellectual credibility” such that you don’t feel 
culturally guilty for watching television, rather you feel embarrassed if you 
have not kept up with the latest paragon of excellence.22 While this 
suggests a shift in the media hierarchies of taste, our continued use of the 
terms cinematic and binge in relation to these texts tells a different story, a 
lingering from a previous era, in which the cinema is positioned above 
television, and sustained viewing of a television text is given the same term 
used for guilty, unhealthy overindulgence in junk food or alcohol. 


Netflix has ostensibly sidestepped this hierarchical approach as well as the 
negative connotations of “binge” by marketing its form of program delivery 
as “the future of television.”2° This elevation of streaming television 
contrasts notably with HBO’s former tagline as “not TV” but (by 
implication) something better.2“ In trying to explain the distinguishing 
features of the Netflix format and mode of delivery, its creative staff 
nonetheless repeatedly falls back on comparisons to older media forms. 
Arrested Development creator Mitch Hurwitz says the series’ shift to 
Netflix means “what it had become was a novel.”22 Similarly, House of 
Cards showrunner Willimon compares the program to a novel, which can 


be read in one hit or dipped into at will.22 Such comments form a 
continuation of the remediation of television that has been in play since its 
inception, but also indicate an attempt to conceptualize the oscillation 
between grazing and intense viewing in the current era. The use of terms 
such as novelistic and cinematic nonetheless circulate within discourses of 
quality and taste that can be seen partly as an attempt to recuperate the 
negative tinge of the term “binge-viewing,” and more broadly the practice 
of continuous television viewing itself. In the specific case of Netflix’s in- 
house products—texts designed at the outset to be enjoyed as one very long, 
post-play epic text—the perceived (and asserted) qualities of the text itself 
and our particular rituals of engagement with it intersect. Both the epic- 
enabled text, and our sustained engagement with it are positioned as the 
premium “future of television.” 


Netflix has made the connections between its extended format, novels, and 
the cinema particularly overt in the promotion of the loosely historical epic 
Marco Polo. Creator John Fusco suggests “this is basically a ten hour long 
movie.... It’s like literature, it’s a very novelistic format.”122 These 
connections appear to be part of a deliberate marketing strategy, as they 
have been repeated in other interviews with various production members. 
Although House of Cards functions as Netflix’s main flagship program, its 
foregrounding of an aesthetic of expense is reserved in comparison with the 
fanfare surrounding Marco Polo, which has been interpreted as a branding 
exercise for Netflix’s expansion into the international market.12! Netflix 
spent a reported $90 million on the ten-episode first season of Marco Polo, 
and promotional interviews surrounding the series have emphasized the 
scale and expense of the project. Netflix chief content officer Ted Sarandos, 
along with the series’ producers, stressed the 800-strong crew who speak 26 
languages; 160 crewmembers in the art department; 400 in construction; 
and “the sets ... including 51 sets in Malaysia,” which “required 130 tons of 
plaster and 1.6 tons of silicone.” This emphasis on “size and scope” is 
nothing new to the historical epic.t22 Sobchack argues that “the genre 
formally repeats the surge, splendor, and extravagance, the human labor and 
capital cost entailed by its narrative’s historical content in both its 
production process and its modes of representation.” The cost and scale 
of the production are emphasized in the promotional material and in the 
visual construction of the text itself, such that the “history of production and 


the production of history” become intertwined.“ Writing in 1990, 
Sobchack suggests that the labor invested in the television epic miniseries 
tends not to be publicly celebrated as a marketing strategy.1 This is clearly 
no longer the case. The promotion surrounding Marco Polo invites us to be 
impressed by, and take pleasure in, the expense and expanse of the image, 
the ten-hour running time it takes to display it as well as the work entailed 
in producing it. Thus, as Sobchack argues, the “temporal excess” of the epic 
becomes “encoded as empirically verifiable and material excess—entailing 
scale, quantification, and consumption in relation to money and human 
labor.”22 This is not to suggest a return to the dubious notion of cinematic 
television, but rather to note the way in which the concepts of the cinematic 
and the epic are deliberately employed in the promotion of Marco Polo. 
Reviews have not been favorable, and references to “B-movie clichés” must 
particularly sting given the considerable expense showered on the 
program./28 For our purposes here, what matters is not the success or 
reception of Marco Polo, nor indeed its high-end treatment of quasi- 
historical subject matter, which we have seen before (in programs such as 
Rome [2005-—2007]). Rather, what is important is the way in which Netflix 
has framed its promotion of the series, linking the grandness of the scale 
and cost of the series with the grandness of experiencing the program as one 
epic whole on Netflix. This is intended to infer that to watch series on other 
providers is to be impoverished by the temporal restrictions of scheduled 
viewing, to be held back both by textual fragmentation and the act of 
waiting. 


Indeed, Sobchack notes that the primary object of her study is not so much 
epic films in themselves but rather the language surrounding public 
experience of them, including promotional materials and reviews; the 
cultural and experiential field of the epic’s temporality.122 Sobchack 
suggests that the extratextual discourse about the production of an epic film 
is an inherent part of creating and expanding its “temporal field.” 2 What is 
revealed in the way that Marco Polo has been promoted is not only a 
marketing strategy common to the Hollywood historical epic genre that 
Sobchack discusses, but also a culmination of what Netflix has been trying 
to harness all along as a brand: the sense of consecutive streaming 
spectatorship as bigger and better than “ordinary” television viewing, as an 
event and as an experience, as grand and impressive—as epic-viewing. That 


is, its appeal to the epic extends beyond the field of genre per se, but rather 
speaks to a broader branding strategy and the promotion of a particular 
mode of viewing. 


Conclusion 


Epic-viewing is predicated on spectator endurance of an extensive text, one 
that frequently foregrounds its construction (albeit in different ways across 
different programs) as a site of pleasure posited as worthy of that 
endurance. Netflix’s writing, marketing, and delivery methods particularly 
encourage viewers to conceptualize its programs as epic texts. As other 
providers start to copy this model, Amazon Studios’s head of comedy Joe 
Lewis proclaims, “We’re actually getting to make up this new form of 
storytelling.... That’s the only way to think about it. I don’t think about it as 
bingeing. We need to figure out a new word for it.”444 By extending 
Sobchack’s work, I have suggested epic-viewing as the term Lewis is 
searching for, with its associations of heightened temporality. The epic as a 
genre is, therefore, only one manifestation of epic television viewing. The 
Netflix model sets up a viewing experience in which any television serial or 
episodic/serial hybrid is conceptualized as one whole, expansive, epic text. 
Epic-viewing becomes a journey that is physically experienced in extended 
time, as our bodily fatigue conjoins with, and partly underpins, our viewing 
pleasure of this new epic paradigm. 
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Streaming Culture, the Centrifugal Development of 


the Internet and Our Precarious Digital Future 


JOSEPH DONICA 


We reject kings, presidents, and voting. We believe in rough consensus 
and running code.—David Clark to the Internet Engineering Task 
Force, 1992 


There are moments when the quantitative becomes qualitative.— 
Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, 2014 


In his history of the Internet, Johnny Ryan describes the “defining pattern of 
the emerging digital age” as the “absence of the central dot.” Webs and 
networks have replaced that center. “This story,” he says, “is about the 
death of the [center] and the development of commercial and political life 
in a networked system. It is also the story about the coming power of the 
networked individual as the new vital unit of effective participation and 
creativity.”2 The problem that early engineers of what would come to be 
called the Internet tried to solve was the centripetal nature of existing 
communications systems. Not since Bell and Edison, both of whom worked 
on centralizing communications based on telegraphy, had communication 
been so radically reconceived. But with the developments that allowed the 
Internet to come into existence there was also an idea that communication 
should be a public utility and one that should operate on centrifugal 
principles. The idea of a centrifugal communications network as a public 
utility arose from the citizenry’s growing desire to pull away from the 
center in the post-World War II era. Centrifugal force is simply the force 
that draws a rotating body away from the center of rotation. This movement 
away from the center in the development of the Internet has frustrated both 
big business developments as well as governments—both of whom are only 
beginning to find ways of subverting the centrifugal nature of the web. 


The controversy over Netflix’s talks with Comcast that would have caused 
the video streaming service to begin paying for access to Comcast 
customers sparked widespread protest and catalyzed conversation about 
“net neutrality”—the idea that all content providers should have equal 
access to users and those users should, in turn, have equal access to content. 
The primary issue on which net neutrality hinges is how governments 
should treat data shared on the Internet. Supporters of net neutrality want 
governments to treat all data equally regardless of the user’s identity or her 
status with her service provider. In 2003, Columbia University law 
professor Tim Wu coined the term in conjunction with his work on 
“common carriers.” Common catrier is a concept in media law that places 
responsibility on the carrier of a good to ensure its delivery without regard 
to the party requesting the delivery. Wu argues that the Internet should be 
regulated just like any other utility—the underlying disagreement he has 
with supporters of a tiered Internet. The concept is applied to the Internet 
this way: companies providing the “plumbing” of the Internet, such as 
cables and modems, should not have the ability to restrict how people use 
it. Jeff Sommer of the New York Times describes the high stakes involved 
in the debate. According to Sommer: 


The [Federal Communications Commission] has signaled its intention 
to grant cable and telephone companies the right to charge content 
companies like Netflix, Google, Yahoo or Facebook for speeding up 
transmissions to people’s homes. And this is happening as the [FCC] is 
considering whether to bless the merger of Comcast and Time Warner 
Cable, which could put a single company in control of the Internet 


pipes into 40 percent of American homes. 


The responses from major players in the debate have been mixed, but 
Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg stressed the coming changes in access by 
stating, “It’s not sustainable to offer the whole Internet for free.”2 The 
Netflix neutrality case is important because it gives insight into the debates 
that are shaping the digital future. Netflix is a huge player in the 
development of that future. The history of the development of the Internet 
—the rise of Netflix being central to that history—helps us understand the 
radical changes that have occurred in these modern debates, fundamentally 
reshaping a previously decentralized and largely unregulated Internet. 


Even before Netflix made the deal with Comcast—a deal that the FCC 
eventually struck down—the company was criticized for the supposed 
anonymized information it kept about users. Hackers, unsurprisingly, easily 
found ways to de-anonymize the profiles and access user information. Thus, 
even before the calls for true net neutrality, Internet activists called for an 
openness that would still protect user data. But what do policies that ensure 
that the Internet will remain open to all users while still protecting that data 
look like? Two high-profile leaks showed the public that government- 
controlled sites and government use of the Internet do not ensure the 
protection of user data. This makes it unlikely that policy will eventually 
side with the protection of all user data. Chelsea Manning’s leak of 
classified information through WikiLeaks and Edward Snowden’s release of 
National Security Agency (NSA) documents to Glenn Greenwald, Laura 
Poitras, Ewen MacAskill, and Barton Gellman revealed that the citizen’s 
role in the age of big data is tremendously complex. This complexity arises 
from the fact that citizens, most times unwittingly, release so much data to 
State agencies and corporations during the course of conducting basic 
commercial transactions. One need look no further than the terms of service 
agreements consumers sign just to use new software and complete day-to- 
day tasks: downloading music and podcasts, filing taxes, or shopping with 
an online retailer. Some organizations and policy makers are working on 
open data initiatives that would in some ways counteract the restricted 
Internet model proposed by Comcast and Netflix.® Nonetheless, data is the 
most valuable commodity in the digital age, and companies have a major 
stake in acquiring as much of it as they can. Netflix’s position on net 
neutrality provides key insight into the digital future, primarily because 
Netflix is a major player in that future. But the role the company will play 
in keeping the Internet the open, democratic—sometimes chaotically so— 
space it has been since its creation is uncertain. This essay addresses that 
uncertainty. 


Centrifugal force is helpful in describing the development of the Internet as 
we know it because it defines the decentralized experience of the Internet. 
Centrifugal force, a concept used primarily in physics and classical 
mechanics, refers to the tendency of an object moving in a circular motion 
to be pushed out from the center. The only force on the object is its own 
gravity, so the greater the size of the object, the further the object will be 


pushed from the center. Think of a child versus an adult on a merry-go- 
round. A child spinning on a merry-go-round will be pushed away from the 
center of it with some force, and an adult on a merry-go-round will be 
pushed away from the center with even greater force since the adult’s 
weight produces more force away from the center.2 Translating the concept 
of centrifugal force into a digital and cultural concept to describe the trends 
in computer engineering and software development that created the Internet 
as we know it, I first examine several ways in which an “open Internet” that 
remains safe for users can develop from within the processes and the 
structures of the Internet itself. Next, I review the development of the 
Internet as a centrifugal communication outlet meant to destabilize the 
control of data in any one center and how this influences a reading of the 
debate over the deal between Comcast and Netflix that was eventually 
struck down. Finally, by examining Netflix’s corporate culture—a culture 
that encourages the “hacker ethic” by hosting a hack week at its 
headquarters, and yet is criticized by the hacking community for 
undermining the basic protocols on which the Internet was built, I 
demonstrate the way Netflix is altering the course of the Internet. Although 
the Occupy Wall Street movement has called for Netflix and Google to take 
a stand for a more open Internet and the FCC seems to be holding to that 
standard, the future of the Internet is unclear and largely up to enormously 
powerful companies like Netflix to determine the outcome. 


The Centrifugal Development of the Internet 


Surprisingly, there are only a few book-length studies of the development of 
the Internet. Nevertheless, most try to focus on one aspect of the Internet’s 
development and not the whole history. The reason for the lack of 
comprehensive histories is most likely the fact that to write a history of the 
Internet one must take on a subject that has a definite history but one that 
changes by the minute. The moment one stops writing such a book, it is 
automatically out of date. As history’s institutional goal is to show 
implications of events, it is still somewhat difficult to determine just how 
profoundly the Internet is affecting our lives and what extent it will change 
them in just a few years. However, an aspect of the development of the 


Internet that appears in most of these histories is the decentralizing ethic of 
the engineers and developers who built the Internet to be a centrifugal force 
in modern life. Ryan’s history of the Internet explains the importance of this 
development model as putting “power in the hands of the individual, power 
to challenge even the state, to compete for markets across the globe, to 
demand and create new types of media, to subvert a society—or to elect a 
president.”® The potential influence of one technology to radically alter 
society and politics in these ways (unimaginable, perhaps, even to the early 
developers of the Internet) is an understood part of daily life now. But the 
Internet’s immense influence and power is just now becoming one of the 
most contested sites of rights, freedom of access, and questions of who 
should control information—a development that the early Internet’s often 
apolitical engineers would find troubling or at least strange. In the case of 
Netflix and Comcast, the FCC’s ruling to keep the Internet neutral to user 
access represents one of the first instances that the Internet itself, and not 
the application of the Internet, is coming under regulatory scrutiny— 
scrutiny that may change the very structure of how the Internet operates. 
While the Internet is a centrifugal, user-driven, and open collection of 
technologies, Ryan says there will be battles and growing pains as the world 
adjusts to “the new global commons, a political and media system in flux.”2 
Those who can compete for “the future of competitive creativity” define 
this system.22 


The Internet, as Ryan outlines, was developed in the years just after World 
War II, a time of tension between the United States and Soviet Union when 
President Harry S. Truman’s strategy advisors were seeking out forms of 
rapid communication that could transfer unprecedented amounts of 
information from node to node on existing network connections. The 
primary concern of his advisors was the communication between sites that 
housed nukes. In the event of the threat of attack by the Soviet Union, 
communication between the sites and central command would be crucial, as 
the failure to inform nuke controllers of a false alarm could lead to nuclear 
war. His advisors suggested a system that had no central hub. If, during an 
attack, a central communication hub were destroyed, remote nuke operators 
would be left without any direction from central command. Their suggested 
system, first sketched out by Paul Baran of RAND (a U.S. think tank), 
proposed a system based on the structure of the human brain. His 


alternative to the existing analog communications system was “a centrifugal 
distribution of control points: a distributed network that had no vulnerable 
central point and could rely on redundancy.” Baran’s goal was to increase 
communication networks in order to avoid war—not to make it easier to 
wage.4 


Ryan’s goal in outlining the history of the Internet in this way is to show 
that the centrifugal principles that the structure on which the Internet was 
built still guide its protocols and software today. Thus engineers who built 
the technologies that would eventually come together to become the 
Internet put power not in any central point but responsibility at the nodal 
level so that each node became as equal as any other. Baran’s concept, and 
eventually the Internet, became a user-to-user rather than center-to-center 
communications model. The concept at the time was radical, and when 
approached by the Air Force to test out Baran’s system AT&T dismissed it 
outright.42 After AT&T’s refusal to test Baran’s idea (because of its failure 
of imagination), the project was shelved until a team could be assembled 
that had an open vision of what networks could become. As seen in a 
question Baran posed at the end of a 1962 memo on distributed 
communication networks, the vision for such a system was about much 
more than a nuclear-proof network. Baran asked, “Is it now time to start 
thinking about a new and possibly non-existent public utility, a common 
user digital data plant designed specifically for the transmission of digital 
data among a large set of subscribers?”4 


The history of the precursor to the Internet, ARPANET (the network 
developed by the Department of Defense’s Advanced Research Projects 
Agency), has been detailed Ryan’s work, and by others. Here, though, I 
want to point to a few of the features in the development of ARPANET that 
led to its openness and decentralized structure. First, ARPA had a culture in 
its laboratories of liberality with research funding and little constraint on 
needing any application to the technologies its researchers developed. 
Secondly, the early protocols (codes that enable machines on networks to 
communicate with each other) that came to define the Internet were 
informal and run by consensus. Steve Crocker developed the first set of 
protocols just a year out of his undergraduate studies at UCLA. He 
developed them, he later recalled, in the bathroom so as not to disturb the 


Sleep of other ARPA developers with whom he was sharing an apartment. 
These protocols would come to define the way machines communicate over 
the Internet for the next half-century.42 In a memo sent shortly after Crocker 
wrote the first protocols, he set the open tone for their future development. 
The memo stated, “Closely related to keeping the technical design open was 
keeping the social process around the design open as well. Anyone was 
welcome to join the party.”4® 


Even with the government’s interventions and funding in developing the 
infrastructure of the Internet and funding large portions of the research that 
went into it, the engineers were able to keep the culture of the Internet one 
of openness. Their driving virtue was that of universal access. Arguably, 
this openness and access eventually drove down the prices of machines that 
connect to it. The government as well as the corporations that would grow 
out of these early developments relied on collaboration with generally 
leftist engineers and designers as well as the full-fledged techno-anarchists 
with activist agendas. Such collaboration brought forth social computing 
and has become the primary use of the Internet decades later. One of the 
major motivations for early engineers to socialize computers over a network 
was so gamers could connect with each other easily. As ARPA made deals 
to expand its network to nodes with specific interests, such as CSNET (for 
the Computer Science Network), director Robert Kahn ensured that 
subscribers to the service “would not be charged for traffic.” This set a new 
tone for openness and allowed labs and individuals with limited funds to 


connect over existing telephone systems.12 


Back to a Center: Netflix and the Question of an Open Internet 


Today we speak of an open Internet, one that does not discriminate against 
the user that produces or consumes content online. However, the meaning 
of “open” is shifting and needs some grounding in other, more familiar 
ideas that we have debated for centuries. There are two assumptions whose 
cultural etymologies can help us think through the issue of net neutrality 
and Netflix’s role as an antipodal moment in the development of the 
Internet. The first is the assumption about equality on which U.S. society 


and most European countries have based policy in the past half-century. 
Equality, the lack of which many commentators have turned to in the past 
decade, is contentious in a culture where some hierarchies are thought to be 
legitimate. The Internet, even in its short history, has provided a 
destabilizing mechanism whereby anyone with minimal skill can challenge 
the digital architecture of even the seemingly most secure organizations. In 
2014, the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), 
the organizer of the Internet’s domain name system, was hacked by 
employees who were tricked into opening seemingly legitimate emails full 
of malware.1® Pressure from the Occupy movement as well as 
Massachusetts senator Elizabeth Warren’s focus on consumer protectionism 
has forced political rhetoric to take a populist turn. Bernie Sanders’s 
meteoric rise in the 2016 Democratic primary is clear evidence of this shift. 
Hillary Clinton has also had to give a nod to populism with attempts to 
distance herself from Wall Street, and even the Republican candidates in the 
2016 U.S. Presidential election vied to be seen as the most populist 
candidate. The reality is that current policy directly divides income levels 
more than ever in the United States. 


Thomas Piketty, in his authoritative study of economic inequality in the 
United States and Europe in the past 15 years, describes some of the 
reasons for the emergence of these two worlds based solely on income. 
There are important catalysts for their emergence that were also catalysts 
for the Internet’s creation. In the wake of World War II, the United States 
and their allies were left to carve out a good part of the world as they saw 
fit. The world that emerged was one where power was centralized and 
contracts for development handed out to the highest bidder.42 However, 
through its early developments through the end of the 1990s the Internet 
remained relatively free of government regulation. Attempts to regulate 
pornography and graphic images such as the Communications Decency Act 
of 1996 have been systematically struck down by the Supreme Court.22 
Parts of the act dealing with the production and possession of child 
pornography were eventually made into law. However, aside from the issue 
of child pornography, Congress largely avoids bills that attempt to regulate 
providers or users of Internet content. Congress has especially avoided the 
ways in which content is provided or distributed, which makes its recent 
approach to net neutrality a major shift in viewpoint and policy. 


The second assumption or question that is helpful here is the question of 
what can truly be called “public” in the United States, and the extended 
question of what constitutes participation in any given public entity. The 
question of the Internet as a public good/right is what many see as at stake 
in the net neutrality case. The rise of a public good is invariably associated 
with the rise of the modern state. The tension between what is done in the 
public’s name and with the public’s approval is ongoing. The problem also 
hinges on the question of who is entitled to be a member of the public.24 
Narrowing this concept down to what constitutes a “public good” is 
somewhat difficult because the term is so often used inaccurately. 
Economist Paul A. Samuelson is credited with introducing the idea of a 
public good. By his description, a public good is a good whose 
consumption by one group does not reduce its availability to another group. 
Examples of public goods include fresh air, knowledge, national security, 
and street lighting.2* Fresh water, as demonstrated by California’s water 
“wars,” is clearly not a public good under Samuelson’s definition. Water is 
a utility. Public goods are frequently confused with a sense of “the public 
good”—something that benefits society broadly. One is a thing and the 
other a description. However, the water crisis in Flint, Michigan, caused by 
state officials knowingly allowing Flint residents to drink lead- 
contaminated water and leaving them without a clean water source for the 
foreseeable future, has started national conversation the need to see public 
goods and utilities as things that benefit societies broadly. As follow-up 
reporting on the crisis has broadened, we now know Flint, Michigan, is far 
from the only city with a seriously compromised water source.22 Broad and 
increasing access to high-speed Internet currently fits into both of these 
categories. Internet access is a good whose use by one group does not affect 
its availability for another. For all its downfalls, most would agree the 
Internet has made profoundly good changes for the broader public. Here the 
net neutrality debate becomes somewhat more complex. The backers of a 
multiple-tiered Internet seek to move Internet access out of the first 
category, essentially arguing the Internet is nice to have but cannot continue 
as a good equally available to all. 


The security of the public good is widely considered to be the primary goal 
of the state. This assumption has led to the idea in popular thought as well 
as in political rhetoric that the state acts on behalf of the people. The flow 


of information in a digitally networked society is crucial to the continuation 
of that society as well as the ability of its members to participate in the 
natural flow of networks. By the basic definition of the phrase, the Internet 
can be said to be a public good. Nevertheless, the networks on which our 
modern communications are built still produce lingering feelings of 
suspicion. The sense of exclusion and privilege present in the mid-— to late 


twentieth century seem to be emerging again.24 


Net neutrality is often presented as a seemingly straightforward issue of 
telecommunications companies offering one rate for broadband and dial-up 
connections to consumers. After five failed attempts to pass neutrality 
legislation in Congress, the FCC was successful in February 2015 of 
defining Internet access as a public utility. After silence on the issue of net 
neutrality for many months, FCC chairperson Tom Wheeler released a 
statement “aimed at preventing broadband providers from blocking, 
slowing down, or speeding up specific websites in exchange for 
payment.”22 


Not Netflix’s Idea 


Confined to the content of blogs and technology litigation for a decade, net 
neutrality became a household term when, in August 2014, Netflix began 
paying for more direct access to Comcast’s customers—to great 
improvement in video streaming. The issues at the heart of net neutrality 
address the regulation of Internet traffic and speeds for particular 
customers. The term that has made Netflix synonymous with the issue of 
neutrality is “paid prioritization.” Contrary to the way the deal has been 
presented by media, Netflix did not initiate this prioritization. Comcast 
began insisting that if Netflix was going to put so much data on its networks 
that it should pay for it. As Comcast spokesperson Sena Fitzmaurice said, 
“They choose the path the traffic takes to us. They can choose to avoid 
congestion or inflict it.”*° The technical results of the deal were 
extraordinary for Netflix. Within a week of Netflix’s payments to Comcast, 
video quality shot up to high-definition levels. Since the deal, Netflix has 


begun to pay Time Warner Cable, AT&T, and Verizon for similar access to 


their customers.22 


It is too easy to make Netflix the corporate villain in the narrative about net 
neutrality. The company has done more than many Internet-based 
companies to bring world class streaming content to consumers for 
unprecedented low prices. At the time of this essay’s writing, Netflix’s least 
expensive membership costs $9.99 per month in the United States. The 
streaming service offers content on a scale that was unheard of and perhaps 
unimaginable ten years ago when the company was shifting to streaming 
videos. The quality of the content has been recognized by outside 
organizations, with various awards for such original series as Arrested 
Development (2003-2006, 2013), House of Cards (2013-—), and Orange Is 
the New Black (2013-) as well as the 2013 Oscar-nominated documentary 
The Square. However, it is also dangerous not to see the deal as a clearly 
antipodal moment in the centrifugal development of the Internet. Netflix did 
not seek out a tiered system or extra, better access to Comcast’s customers. 
The fees charged to Netflix were put there initially as a penalty. However, 
the case has become important for the questions it raises about access, 
inequality, and the future architecture of the Internet. Consequently, Netflix 
has become simultaneously a poster child, a battleground, and a scapegoat 
for the issues bound up in the net neutrality debate, even after the FCC’s 
decision. 


Broadband providers have been the most aggressive opponents of net 
neutrality rules because the status of broadband as a public utility, while 
settled by the FCC, is still an open question for providers. Opponents of net 
neutrality make several arguments for tiered service—some stronger than 
others from the standpoint of precedent. One of the arguments is that since 
its first availability for commercial use in the late 1980s, the Internet has 
been a largely unregulated space. This of course is due to the engineers and 
developers like Baran and Crocker who envisioned a radically open space 
for the exchange of ideas and information. This is the actual innovation of 
the Internet—not the thinly veiled capital-driven innovation ISPs claim to 
support when they defend tiered service in the name of creativity or 
competition. However, the Internet is one of the few broadly public spaces 
where content is unregulated with the exception of child pornography. The 


U.S. Supreme Court consistently upholds the rights of those who post and 
repost videos depicting beheading and other forms of violence.22 The 
notoriously right-wing group Americans for Prosperity has set up an anti- 
neutrality site with the ironic title “No Internet Takeover.” A question 
remains in response to neutrality’s opponents: whom do they want to 
prevent from taking over the Internet? However, the language that 
opponents and supporters of net neutrality use does not account for the 
unresolved, and perhaps more important, issue of what content should be 
prioritized. 


Much of Netflix’s interface, user experience, and even its corporate culture 
are all part of the future of video delivery and, increasingly, production. For 
example, CEO Reed Hastings has stated that Netflix’s strategy for 
disrupting the way programs are made is based on prioritizing flexibility of 
content over efficiency.22 The company has already dispensed with the 
normal series production and distribution process, instead filming and 
releasing a full season of episodes at once. Yet, it is unclear what the 
company envisions as the future. It holds the keys to that future and very 
publicly altered its position on paid prioritization. The populism that is in 
the contemporary air has caused a radical reversal in the minds of Netflix 
and other companies. 


Nevertheless, companies have faced aggressive pushback from populist 
protest movements for their positions on content accessibility, as has most 
legislation that touches on the subject. The response to Stop Online Piracy 
Act (SOPA) and Protect IP Act (PIPA) are key examples of this reaction.22 
Many of the proponents of paid prioritization when it was first introduced 
in the Netflix/Comcast deal, such as AT&T and Comcast, have changed 
their stance on net neutrality, and added public statements to their websites 
in support of open access for all consumers. However, though the FCC 
ruled in favor of net neutrality in December 2015, the Los Angeles Times 
reported that Wheeler sent letters to T-Mobile, AT&T, and Comcast 
requesting meetings to discuss “some of the innovative things they are 
doing.” These “innovative things” refer to data caps for streaming video. 
One example of a work-a-round for such caps is T-Mobile’s “Binge On” 
initiative, which allows consumers to watch unlimited streaming video from 
providers like Netflix and Hulu.*! The inflection of the language used to 


support or oppose net neutrality is slippery. Predictably, companies that 
support paid prioritization claim that neutrality legislation is detrimental to 
industry innovation. Meanwhile, those who support net neutrality speak of 
protecting consumers and keeping the Internet free and open. 


Viewing the Internet as a public good creates tension with the more widely 
held philosophy of information-as-commodity; a philosophy through which 
most Internet users, operating as consumers, have worked for most of the 
Internet’s history. The moment in which demonstrators protested the 1999 
World Trade Organization’s meeting in Seattle represents the first use of the 
Internet for widespread political purposes. One of the institutions that 
helped the protestors develop their online presence used the slogan 
“Internet for People not for Profit”——a slogan echoed by the Occupy 
movement a decade later. Authorities in both the United States and Canada 
were stunned that a sophisticated underworld of political dissidents existed 
online. They had not understood the history of the Internet outside of the 
techno-corporate relationship.2* The Seattle moment illustrates that we can 
understand the controversy over net neutrality within the larger narrative of 
inequality that has arisen in the past decade. 


Freedom and Responsibility: Netflix’s Corporate Culture 


Histories of the Internet tend to lionize its early engineers and interpret the 
development of the Internet prophetically, as the ones mentioned above do. 
While the founding engineers and designers were people with vision, it is 
difficult to say if any of them imagined a networked infrastructure on the 
scale that exists today. The future of the Internet is a strange thing to 
contemplate, and it is difficult to imagine what the online experience will be 
a decade or more from now. As the deal between Netflix and Comcast 
demonstrates, the methods, software, and quality of delivery of data shifts 
from month to month. The two tech bubbles in the 2000s—responsible for 
Silicon Valley’s explosive growth and out of which Netflix was created— 
are evidence of the digital development that can happen in a very short 
amount of time. In addition, other parts of the infrastructure of the Internet 
change from second to second. Simply contemplating the amount of data 


that has been uploaded, downloaded, and networked on the Internet in the 
past 30 years requires comparison to amounts on smaller scales since the 
actual amount is difficult to conceive. However, there are organizations and 
initiatives that do try to predict trends for the future of the Internet and then 
create policy that keeps that future open for broader societal benefits. The 
European Commission’s Digital Agenda for Europe: A Europe 2020 
Initiative imagines a future Internet that acts as a social good but that is 
created by policy initiatives now and takes into account the concerns of 
stakeholders including individual users. Theirs is a bottom up strategy for 
development. They state, “The project is supported by Futurium, an online 
platform combining the informal character of social networks with the 
methodological approach of foresights to engage stakeholders in the co- 
creation of the futures that they want.”23 


Other projects and centers include the Center for the Digital Future at the 
Annenberg School in the University of Southern California, whose work is 
overseen “by a board of governors composed of the CEOs of major media 
and marketing companies.”=4 Whether their initiatives match their 
longitudinal rhetoric is questionable. Harvard’s Digital Futures Consortium 
is constantly on the lookout for what they call “truly field-changing 
applications of technology.”22 At a time when the word “innovative” is 
thrown around by universities, labs, and centers across the world, it is 
helpful to have a think tank to separate the truly innovative technologies 
and not copycats. There are other centers run by organizations such as the 
Pew Research Center, Elon University, and the National Science 
Foundation. However, there is trend with these centers: they are all at elite 
institutions with technically trained professionals and academics. As the 
events of Occupy Wall Street and the Arab Spring showed us, those who are 
creating the future of the Internet—or at least those that drive that future 
through the use of technology in the real world—are seeking solutions to 
social conditions. Many in Lahore and then Cairo were taken aback to hear 
their revolutions called “Facebook revolutions.” Malcolm Gladwell of The 
New Yorker made the point, for which some at CNN criticized him, “People 
protested and brought down governments before Facebook was invented.... 
How they choose to do it is less interesting in the end, than why they were 
driven to do it in the first place.”2® The applications of the Internet used by 
Occupy and the Arab Spring might be the most innovative of all. The 


technologies employed—primarily social media—were not necessarily 
disruptive at the time they were put to use, but the ideas and willingness to 
participate in shared governance were what gave both movements lasting 
significance within the global imaginings of what the future of the Internet 
will be, or as Gladwell would most likely argue, what the Internet will do. 


An interesting emphasis has emerged in the literature of all these projects. 
They all emphasize the importance of longitudinal feedback and user-driven 
policy. The future of Internet is one of the few areas of policy that 
governments and think tanks seek broad, popular consensus regarding its 
development. One may argue that this is because so many people use it for 
so many parts of their lives. However, this can be said about a city’s water 
system as well, and cities rarely seek input on those systems. A more 
thorough explanation of the interest in popular consensus takes into account 
two trends. First, the Internet is a hot commodity for economic development 
in every sector. It has a “cool” factor, and businesses and corporations 
compete by outdoing one another on the digital playing field. The 
emergence and saturation of the market with social media marketing 
Startups is clear evidence of businesses attempting to compete on platforms 
with which they are unfamiliar, yet on which they know they must be 
present. The second reason for the popular consensus is the careful crafting 
of the developers of the Internet to present and structure it as a public good 
or utility that, unlike other utilities like water, should remain free and open. 
Netflix is one of the first test cases of whether the realities of social 
inequality, multiplied exponentially in the United States since the 1980s, 
will spill over into the digital realm. 


Netflix’s corporate culture gives us some evidence of the intersection of the 
social with the digital within the ethos of Silicon Valley business culture. A 
dichotomous mix of rhetoric and events that nod to openness characterizes 
Netflix’s culture, but such rhetoric does not seem to fit the reality of the 
kind of Internet the company imagines, or at least the Internet the company 
imagined before the public outcry over the deal. In the buildup to the FCC 
case on net neutrality, Hastings called for stricter regulation ensuring an 
open Internet. The buzzwords Netflix uses to describe its corporate culture 
are “freedom and responsibility.” In a Slideshares presentation compiled by 
Hastings, these words appear above a yin and yang.=4 Netflix has put a lot 


of effort, as many Silicon Valley companies have, into defining their 
corporate culture against the traditional cutthroat cultures of other Fortune 
500 companies. 


Two other initiatives that have grown out of the idea of freedom within the 
corporate culture are the Netflix Prize and Netflix Hack Day. The Netflix 
Prize was an open competition held in 2009 for the best collaborative 
filtering mechanism that would beat Netflix’s own algorithm for suggesting 
titles to users. The winning team was granted one million dollars.2° The 
company regularly holds Netflix Hack Day (as many Silicon Valley 
companies do), and it is open to anyone, including employees, who have 24 
hours to create hacks that Netflix may put into use on the site. According to 
Netflix’s own tech blog, “Hack Day is a way for our product development 
staff to get away from everyday work, to have fun, experiment, collaborate, 
and be creative.”22 Some of the hacks have generated more lighthearted 
solutions, such as the technological wrinkle where partners must enter a 
PIN in order to watch a series together so that neither moves ahead of the 
other in their binge-viewing of the latest Netflix original. Others seem to 
have the potential to significantly improve the Netflix user interface, such 
as “Smart Channels” which morph Netflix browsing into an experience 
similar to traditional TV surfing.“@ 


The hacker culture Netflix actively encourages may be one of the only 
checks to such imbalance in Internet access—access that the United Nations 
has repeatedly called a human right.*4 As mentioned above, ICANN 
announced that it has been hacked in the past. What do these high profile 
hackings mean in terms of a future Internet that works for all and not just a 
few well-connected users? Will the very structure of the Internet have to be 
rebuilt to sustain such unequal access? Internet vigilantism has created 
many problems for individuals as well as companies, but the hacker ethic— 
with origins in the very engineers who built the Internet—may hold a check 
for companies or governments that would abuse the massive amounts of 
data available to them through simple collection mechanisms.“ In 2009, the 
Institute for Homeland Security Solutions at Duke University stated an 
obvious point and then provided a telling warning for what they believe to 
be the real threat of social mobilization through the Internet. The report 
stated, “The Internet is enabling groups previously incapable of political 


action to find their voices.... [This] may be relevant to understanding the 
potential role of the Internet for radicalization.”“2 


The concern for potential radicalism, a potential built into the very 
protocols of the Internet by its architects, pulls back another layer and 
allows us to see beyond the surface debate over the deal. Perhaps the 
underlying basis of the national conversation about the Netflix/Comcast 
deal is not about net neutrality. CNET reporter Marguerite Reardon suggests 
that we are discussing the deal between the two companies with the wrong 
language: “The dispute between Netflix and Comcast is not a Net Neutrality 
issue because it does not have to do with how Comcast is treating Netflix’s 
traffic once it’s on the Comcast broadband network.”“4 Instead, “it stems 
from a business dispute the two companies have over how Netflix is 
connecting to Comcast’s network.”42 Yet even the FCC has framed the 
debate within the language of net neutrality. In February 2015, the FCC 
voted on the Open Internet Order, which classifies broadband as a utility no 
different from electricity or running water. Netflix, perhaps in a brilliant 
public relations move, was also responsible for framing the deal within net 
neutrality language. Reardon, who admits the deal between the two 
companies as well as the public debate is extremely complex, breaks down 
the events that led up to the debate being framed in such language: 


As anyone who has streamed video knows, the amount of bandwidth 
that is needed to stream or download video far outweighs the amount 
of bandwidth that is needed to request such a video. And the result is a 
massive imbalance of traffic going onto the broadband network, which 
likely requires a commercial interconnection arrangement between 


Netflix and the various broadband network providers.*© 


Netflix clearly views video streaming quality as valuable to customers, so 
providers should not charge extra for it. A few smaller providers have 
agreed to Netflix’s terms. However, the major providers, Comcast and 
Verizon, insist Netflix pay for the interconnection. Hastings, in blog post in 
March 2014, made the (arguably unjustified) connection between the 
dispute and the issue of net neutrality. He argues, “The essence of net 
neutrality is that ISPs such as AT&T and Comcast don’t restrict, influence, 
or otherwise meddle with the choices consumers make. The traditional form 


of net neutrality which was recently overturned by a Verizon lawsuit is 
important, but insufficient.”“2 In this post, Hastings makes an assertion that 
intentionally confuses Netflix with its users. Hastings’s argument is 
unsettling for proponents of an open Internet, because the deal prioritizes 
Netflix’s content. By publically promoting net neutrality and opposing 
Comcast’s insistence that companies pay for more interconnection while 
also greatly benefiting from a prioritization deal with Comcast, Hastings 
puts Netflix in an uncertain position. On one hand, Netflix becomes a 
significant public proponent of the open Internet. On the other, it has a 
significant amount to gain from such a landscape. 


Conclusion: Inventing the Future 


We can be sure the telecom industry will challenge the FCC ruling, so the 
debate is far from over. While the Open Internet Order was not a direct 
ruling on the Netflix/Comcast deal, the deal and public outrage over it was 
indisputably the impetus for the FCC to take another look at how big 
business wants to shape the Internet of the future. It is significant that major 
players like Netflix, whose service accounts for 30 percent of all Internet 
traffic, have weighed in on the side of net neutrality.42 The company helped 
shape the debate and national conversation on the topic. The question 
remains whether or not the public wants a company, through the influence 
of its high-profile voice, to decide the fate of an essential public utility. 


As the Internet and our ways of connecting to it and experiencing it shifts 
on a weekly basis, we wait to see what the FCC and companies like Netflix, 
Comcast, and Verizon will decide about this (now) public utility. For the 
moment, the experts in the centers mentioned above share a striking 
consensus about specific changes that will occur on/in/for the Internet in the 
next ten years. For example, information sharing will become seamless 
across devices as well as through machine intermediaries, augmented 
reality and wearable devices will proliferate, an “Ubernet” will emerge that 
will erase the meaning of national borders, and the Internet will become the 
“Internets” because networks will evolve and section off as the result of 
deals like the one between Netflix and Comcast. Yet while consensus exists 


on how the Internet will develop, there is much disagreement on the 
implications of its future. In a report titled Digital Life at 2025, a joint 
project between the Pew Research Center and Elon University, those 
involved saw emerging positive relationships among societies, improved 
personal health, and peaceful change through publically organized protests 
like the Arab Spring. Yet within the same group of researchers, concerns 
were raised over “interpersonal ethics, surveillance, terror and crime, and 
the inevitable backlash as governments and industry try to adjust.”42 There 
was consensus amongst the researchers on two impacts of the future of the 
Internet. The report found that “dangerous divides between haves and have- 
nots may expand, resulting in resentment and possible violence” and that 
“pressured by these changes, governments and corporations will try to 
assert power—and at times succeed—as they invoke security and cultural 
norms.”22 The last prediction that the report makes is more of a piece of 
advice or a warning. The report closes, “Foresight and accurate predictions 
can make a difference; the best way to predict the future is to invent it.”24 


Economists have rightfully noted the Internet’s role in increasing income 
inequality. Aside from the actual number of people in the United States who 
do not even use the Internet—some 60 million—there are other factors 
contributing to Internet-derived inequality. Low-income areas have the most 
to gain through increased access to the information on the Internet, yet they 
have been found to have the slowest connection speeds.22 There are clear 
questions that governments must ask about their rural and low-income areas 
with slow connection speeds or none at all. If corporations have little 
incentive to service these areas, should governments provide the 
connection? If the government decides not to offer this service, are they 
leaving its citizens in involuntary ignorance? The Netflix/Comcast deal 
helps us ask these questions in a different light. Certainly, there is a digital 
divide—that gap between those who have access and those who do not have 
access to the Internet that is primarily based on income. However, what 
about the inequalities that exist between people who have access to the 
Internet? There are two additional and important ways to examine the 
digital divide and its impact on net neutrality and broader social inequality. 
First, the digital divide has grown more complex in that inequalities are 
deepened amongst those who have access to the Internet yet do not have the 
resources to interpret the information they find there.22 The second way in 


which the digital divide has moved beyond access, often referred to as the 
“production gap” or the “second-level” digital divide, is a gap that exists 
between the consumers of content online and the producers of that content. 
The majority user-generated content on the Internet is produced by a very 
small percentage of the total users of the Internet. Some Web 2.0 
technologies—Facebook, Twitter, YouTube—give users the ability to 
produce content online “without having to understand how the technology 
actually works.”24 This leads to an even greater divide between those who 
have the knowledge to interact fully with the technology and those who are 
“passive consumers of it.”22 The benefits of bridging the gap are clear, and 
little controversy exists over the fact that bridging would increase economic 
equality, social mobility, democracy, and economic growth.°© Netflix has 
given a nod to building such a bridge, says Dennis Keseris, an intellectual 
property attorney. Keseris points out that Netflix and other “game-changing 
companies like Facebook, Google and Twitter, all of which are vocal 
supporters of net neutrality, have all emerged and thrived in part because of 
their ability to use the Internet freely, and tomorrow’s web-based game- 
changers will need to be able to do the same in the years to come.” 


To invent the future is a daunting task, and communities with few resources 
know they have more challenges in doing so or even imagining how to 
begin doing so. Communities are not entities that exist and then happen to 
communicate within themselves. They are constituted by their forms of 
communication.2° Digital communities free from the oversight of a 
moderating center have existed for years thanks to the openness of the 
Internet. The promise of the digital age as envisioned by Baran and those 
early engineers of a radically different mode of communication was that 
people who wanted to could live differently—‘“more co-operatively and less 
competitively or hierarchally.”22 If counter-political movements in the past 
decade have taught us anything, it is that alternatives are possible— 
alternatives that grow out of the very decentralized networks the Internet 
was built on. Therefore, in this case the most productive action we can take 
toward keeping the Internet open is to do nothing to it at all—sort of. 
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Part Two: Netflix as Producer and as Distributor 


Doing Time 
Queer Temporalities and Orange Is the New Black 


MARIA SAN FILIPPO 


Part of what has made queerness compelling as a form of self- 
description in the past decade or so has to do with the way it has the 
potential to open up new life narratives and alternative relations to 
time and space.—J. Halberstam+ 


I’m scared that I’m not myself in here, and I’m scared that I am.— 
Piper, “Bora Bora Bora” (2013) 


Breaking Out of the Primetime Prison 


The two-minute, 40-second trailer used to promote the first season of 
Orange Is the New Black (2013-; subsequently referenced as OITNB) 
explicitly voices the word “time” no less than five times and invokes time’s 
passage throughout. The first utterance comes when WASP-y Smith 
College graduate Piper Chapman (Taylor Schilling) and her Jewish writer 
fiancée Larry Bloom (Jason Biggs) break the news to Piper’s family about 
her criminal past and encroaching incarceration on drug-related charges. 
Swayed by her 22-year-old self’s infatuation with, as Larry describes, “her 
lesbian lover who ran an international drug smuggling ring,” Piper admits 
to having “carried a suitcase full of drug money once, ten years ago.” In the 


first of her many inappropriate responses throughout the series, Piper’s 
haughty mother Carol Chapman (Deborah Rush) responds, aghast, “You 
were a lesbian?!” “At the time,” Piper stresses. The scene from which this 
dialogue is taken appears early into OITNB’s pilot episode (“I Wasn’t 
Ready” [2013]) and immediately signals the conflation of criminality with 
lesbianism that will be voiced throughout the series by characters such as 
Piper’s mother who represent normative values. Though omitted from the 
trailer, the remainder of this exchange has Piper questioned further, this 
time by her brother Cal (Michael Chernus), who asks, “Are you still a 
lesbian?” Piper replies, firmly, “No, I’m not still a lesbian.” This prompts 
still another, only half-sarcastic, rejoinder from husband Larry: “Are you 
sure?” Tellingly, we do not see Piper reply; her sexuality, as we will see, is 
subject to logic irreducible to a single moment or label. Piper’s grandmother 
Celeste (Mary Looram) chimes in conspiratorially, “I once kissed Mary 
Straley when I was at Miss Porter’s School. It wasn’t for me.” This cheeky 
exchange also announces the crucial relationship that binds both criminality 
and sexuality to time, wherein Piper’s imminent detention stems from a 
long-ago infraction (she was charged with the crime two years shy of the 
statute of limitations expiring), while her self-identity as lesbian remains 
similarly rooted in another time—a sexual past that, like her criminal past, 
re-emerges in the present. Their combined re-emergence will have 
resounding effects on Piper’s future, foretold by two additional lines spoken 
in the season one trailer: the first, issued by the formidable Russian-born 
inmate known as Red (Kate Mulgrew), gives voice to the terrifying 
possibility that Piper cannot herself acknowledge: “You’ll leave [prison] in 
a body bag.” The second line, spoken through a cell phone, has Larry 
responding to the news that his now-imprisoned fiancée has reconciled with 
former partner (and partner-in-crime) Alex Vause (Laura Prepon) by saying, 
“T think I need some time.” Again, the last bit of the exchange is omitted, 
when Larry clarifies that what he needs is “time away from you [Piper].” 
As an upper middle class, 30-something white American woman engaged to 
be married, Piper’s two seemingly assured futures—of a long life and of 
marital union—are abruptly cast into doubt. 


This shattering breakdown in Piper’s secure recognition of herself as a 
“straight” citizen, in both the legal and the heteronormative senses, is 
signaled by the trailer’s audio track sounding the plaintive opening lyrics to 


“A Better Son/Daughter,” musician Jenny Lewis’s paean to bipolar 
disorder: “Sometimes in the morning, I am petrified and can’t move.... And 
[I] hope someone will save me this time.”* Lewis’s plea for salvation stands 
in for that of Piper, whose entrapment initially appears merely physical—15 
months’ confinement within the fictional Litchfield Federal Penitentiary in 
upstate New York—but soon reveals itself to be psychical as well, both for 
the toll prison takes on her mental well-being as well as for the mindset of 
white normativity that encloses her. In using Piper—who fits conventional 
norms of characterization (i.e. white, young, attractive, and upwardly 
mobile) for a “relatable” television series protagonist—as a “Trojan horse,” 
OITNB enfolds viewers within an underrepresented world of 
disenfranchised American women whose collective entrapment reveals 
Piper’s relatively lenient sentencing to be far more predicated on privilege 
than punishment.2 In so doing, OITNB reveals how temporality is subject to 
a logic governed by sexuality as well as race and class, one which uses 
time’s binds as mechanisms of discipline and punishment to delay and deny 
certain citizens their pursuits of happiness. 


Writing in 1990, Mary Ann Doane claimed, “The major category of 
television is time.... [T]ime is television’s basis, its principle of 
structuration, as well as its persistent reference.”2 Television has undergone 
radical ontological, structural, and discursive shifts since the time of 
Doane’s writing, but temporality remains persistently part of the discussion 
on, of, and in television. Certainly “time,” as OITNB’s season one trailer 
indicates, is on these characters’ minds—and on the minds of the series’ 
creator Jenji Kohan and its distributor Netflix. In addition to the freedom, 
also enjoyed by cable series, from FCC content restrictions, Kohan and her 
writing staff enjoy temporal freedom in the form of flexibility in length. 
Says Kohan, “We could be anywhere from 54 minutes to an hour, 
depending on the episode.”2 In releasing all of OITNB’s first season at once, 
Netflix delivered a binge-watched, Emmy award-winning hit that reinforced 
the media platform’s growing success with digitally distributed original 
content when it gained a reported 1.3 million U.S. subscribers (plus another 
1.4 million international subscribers), thereby topping HBO’s American 
customer base, in the financial quarter of OITNB’s initial release.2 OITNB’s 
second season release in July 2014 again proved potent, pushing Netflix’s 


customer base past the 50 million mark and boosting its international users 
by over a million.4 


Echoing Doane’s assessments of television’s pre-millennial power, Amy 
Villarejo notes, “Television ushers in worldwide calendarity, a general 
economy of social time. Television is ... the implantation of social time of 
the twentieth century.”2 In an effort to refresh its brand since its ill-advised 
and short-lived 2011 attempt to bifurcate its by-mail and streaming services, 
and to pave the way for its entry into original content programming, Netflix 
in 2013 issued as part of its annual “Long-Term View” mission statement a 
proclamation that “‘the linear TV experience’ with its programs offered at 
set times ... ‘is ripe for replacement.’”2 Tellingly invoking the prison-like 
hold over viewers that primetime scheduling long maintained, Netflix CEO 
Reed Hastings characterizes the system as one of “managed 
dissatisfaction”: “a totally artificial concept” that keeps viewers waiting— 
for a new episode, for a new season, and for an opportunity to discuss any 
given show with others./2 In touting its ability to transform reception 
practices and liberate viewers from temporal mandates, Netflix ostensibly is 
poised to dismantle what Gary Needham calls television’s power to 
“schedule normativity” through its authority over the “temporal 
coordination of the nuclear family”—alongside, I would add, that of the 
corporate workplace, as the proverbial water cooler that invites communal 
discussion of television shifts to the online realm.+! Time-shifting 
capabilities have challenged this normative television schedule’s corralling 
of what Needham calls “the marginal audience: the un-familial, the 
singleton, the childless couple, queers” into the “marginal zone” of post— 
10:00 p.m. programming. But to what degree has liberation from the 
tyranny of time-contingent viewing, cord-dependent shared consoles, and 
multichannel video programming distributors (MVPDs)—1.e., cable 
operators like Comcast, satellite carriers like DirecTV, and fiber-optic 
network providers like Verizon FiOS—in favor of time-shifting, 
personal/mobile devices, and online video distributors such as Netflix 
actually freed viewers, temporally or otherwise, from normative family and 
corporate values? Does Needham, writing in 2009, need to reevaluate his 
claim that “it still holds that television, mass medium and commercial 
entity, imagines that the family audience is the ideological glue that holds it 
together”?3 


Binge-Viewing, Community Purging? 


Traditional television “values timeliness above all, creating a hierarchy so 
fundamental that it resembles natural law: New is better than old, live 
trumps prerecorded, original episodes always beat reruns,” notes Tim Wu, 
whereas “online, people are far more loyal to their interests and obsessions 
than an externally imposed schedule.”!4 Catering to trends in contemporary 
viewer consumption by making series available all at once places Netflix at 
the vanguard of industry developments in on-demand distribution. Granted 
unsurpassed time-shifting capability, OITNB fans figuratively “queered” 
reception practices in temporally contingent ways; for example, fans’ 
penchant for posting episodic recaps and reflections gave way to season- 
long synthesizing of a sort, Kohan suggests, that is more akin to a book club 
than a water cooler./2 But does the fan loyalty bred by untrammeled access 
translate to freedom from the temporal and non-temporal dictates of 
television’s programming and profiteering? 


While their worldwide subscription figures are a matter of public record, 
Netflix refuses to divulge viewing figures. Yet media analyst Procera 
Networks estimates, on the basis of evaluating several broadband networks, 
that 2 percent of U.S. subscribers, or 660,000 people, binge-watched all 13 
episodes of OITNB in the first weekend of its season one release.1° Despite 
the rhetoric of freedom with which Netflix (and time-shifted viewing 
generally) promotes itself, binge-viewing may operate not to enhance 
control but to reduce it; as Vernon Shetley notes, “The binge-watching 
viewer seeks instead an immersive experience, one in which, paradoxically, 
he or she is not in control, as the language of addiction so frequently 
mobilized around obsessive viewing indicates.”/4 As foreshadowed by the 
teaser trailer for season two—which sets a quick succession of images to 
the insistent sound of a ticking clock and culminates in a voiceover 
proclaiming “3... 2... 1... Go!”—Netflix acts as the pusher enabling 
binge-viewing with its 15-second countdown that encourages viewers to 
passively segue into the next episode. Inevitably, these aggressive appeals 
to binge have incited a backlash against its supposed ill effects, prompting 


Netflix to issue a series of tongue-in-cheek public service announcements 
featuring House of Cards (2013—) and OITNB stars’ entreaties against 
excessive viewing. 


With this shift away from the glance-flow model, television in the age of 
Netflix appears to depart from Michele Aaron’s positing that “television 
with its often more distracted, channel hopping, glancing, grazing viewer 
would seem to depend upon a non-monogamy of viewing [that] is 
potentially queer.”22 Yet, once the Netflix countdown commences, perhaps 
other queer potentials develop in place of the non-monogamous “cruising” 
that Aaron as well as Jaap Kooijman associate with remote-controlled 
viewership./2 Though more gazing than glancing, OITNB’s sofa 
spectatorship is conducted in home environments be they a hybrid of 
televisual/theatrical (using Roku boxes or other devices used to project 
content to a television screen) or personal/mobile (viewed on laptops or 
even smaller screens). This both figurative and literal queering of the space 
of television viewing provokes, Aaron proclaims, the “demystification of 
the home as haven, as homogenised, private space of (de-sexualised) 
hetero-romance.”22 


The pressing question regarding OITNB’s queer spectatorship asks whether 
binge-viewing serves to delimit community-formation to a near-exclusively 
virtual realm, a sign of the times but also a potential inhibitor to embodied 
and intensely affective viewership and the subcultural identity constructions 
that result. Unlike House of Cards or Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt (2015-), 
Netflix’s other early successes with original content, OITNB had a pre- 
constituted and literally queer audience eagerly awaiting its July 2013 
debut, primed by advance awareness of the Piper-Alex bad romance and the 
casting of two lesbian cult figures, comedian Lea DeLaria as diesel-dyke 
inmate Big Boo Brown, and But I’m a Cheerleader (1999) actress Natasha 
Lyonne as lesbian ex-junkie Nicole “Nicky” Nichols.2! OITNB’s first 
season would prove the tentpole for what would go on to be touted as 
“lesbians are having the best summer ever on TV.”22 But as Sasha T. 
Goldberg notes, its release amidst Gay Pride season drove the binge- 
viewing “gaze” and “gays” indoors for what notably remained a solitary 
activity rather than the communal viewing parties that constituted queer TV 
of not so very long ago (think of The L Word [2004—2009], the American 


version of Queer as Folk [2000-2005], the If These Walls Could Talk 
installments [1996, 2000], and Ellen’s coming out episode [1997]).22 Amy 
Villarejo raises the additional question of how time-shifting disrupts queer 
potential when she points to a “special double episode” of All in the Family 
(1971-1979) in which Edith (Jean Stapleton) reacts to female impersonator 
Beverly La Salle’s brutal murder: 


The time slot for both halves of “Edith’s Crisis of Faith” massively 
recalibrates the episode’s affective stakes: they aired on Christmas 
night in 1977, synchronizing the episode’s time (with Edith 
questioning her faith, as a result of homophobic violence, at 
Christmastime) with the time of its viewers. If the secularized and 
commodified ritual that is Christmas in America is here recoded as a 
time to devote to mourning queer loss, then All in the Family has 
achieved something significant.24 


In contrast, the final episode of OITNB’s first season (“Can’t Fix Crazy” 
[2013]) closes with a non-denominational holiday pageant staged by 
inmates and watched by their families and guards, which for the majority of 
non-diegetic viewers was incongruously Christmas in July and thus bereft 
of the critically queer significance that Villarejo locates. 


What community-building OITNB generated was dispersed, mediated, and 
relatively anonymous, voiced in the comments sections of critics’ blogs and 
in fans’ exchanges on social media. Moreover, the binge-watching model 
that Netflix co-opted produces a surge in audience discourse at focused 
intervals—namely in the lead-up to and in the immediate wake of each 
season’s release—that resembles the temporality of blockbusterdom’s 
opening weekend discourse, and some have argued that the “retro” episode- 
per-week release structure that newly-streaming sitcom Community (2009— 
2015) selected for its second life online better serves to amplify and sustain 
social conversation.*2 Yet the news that OITNB was second only to HBO’s 
Game of Thrones (2011-—) as 2014’s “Most Talked About TV Show” on 
Facebook, based on frequency of mentions in posts, would seem to discredit 
that notion.22 Commenting on the choice between all-at-once and weekly 
release schedules, Kohan states, “It really is a double-edged sword. Part of 
me misses that sense of anticipation and I really miss the sense of 


community that you can build when everyone’s watching at the same 
pace.” Certainly for non-binge-viewers and series latecomers, the threat 
of spoilers works as a barrier to entry into the virtual conversation. Yet 
online viewer communities—grouped around Twitter hashtags or fan sites, 
for example—are easily enough avoided by spoiler-wary users, and thus 
may in fact be more accommodating of the unevenness of plot knowledge 
than real life encounters in which the vigilance one must exercise to avoid 
spoilers typically operates to curb conversation, as parodied in a season 
three Portlandia (2011-) skit titled “Spoiler Alert! It’s About Spoilers.” 


What the Netflix viewer loses in communal viewing, then, s/he seems to 
make up for with highly affective immersion and devotion, both in 
spectatorial practices of gazing, bingeing, and recapping as well as in fan- 
interactions aligned by shared tastes and loyalty. Phillip Maciak notes how 
streaming “mainstreams, to some extent, the kind of compulsive, detail- 
oriented mode of spectatorship we have historically associated with the cult 
or, heaven forbid, the nerd.”22 That association with subcultural viewers 
also encompasses the queer, and in its mainstreaming, queer spectatorship’s 
“perverse” pleasures are de-stigmatized. Still another way in which the 
dynamics of virtual spectatorship are invested in the queer critique of norms 
is evident in the divisive debates that flourish in on-line discussions of 
television. Cultural critic Lili Loofbourow notes how the charged 
conversation that resulted from a Game of Thrones episode in which female 
character Cersei (Lena Headey) was seen by some viewers to have been 
raped despite the creators’ insistence that the act was consensual “testifies 
to how robust these analytical communities have become. It shows, too, 
how broad a role [fictional] television has come to play in our ethical 
conversations.”22 


Yet the loss of embodied interactions among queer viewers in more literally 
subcultural sites is, without doubt, regrettable. Moreover, contemporary 
audiences’ virtual interaction in the marketplace is cause for concern in the 
way it threatens to reinforce corporate profiteering in the name of 
expanding consumers’ agency and participation. OJTNB fans’ importance 
for promotion of the series—and, by extension, of its corporate overseers— 
further fuels the millennial model of pro bono audience-supported media 
production and publicity. As with Kickstarter-funded filmmaking and older 


forms of web-based fan labor, Netflix exploits OITNB’s fervent fan base for 
what amounts to start-up capital sans fiscal return: fans create value for the 
corporation while receiving no financial compensation. Furthermore, 
Netflix’s all-at-once release structure also follows a feature film model of 
marketing that, although advertised as giving the people what they want, 
takes its cue less from a participatory media model and more from the 
aforementioned blockbuster mentality in its reliance on demographic- 
targeting, saturation-booking, word-of-mouth marketing, and sink-or-swim 
expectations to perform. 


“You’ve got time”: The Prison as Counterpublic 


Even if Netflix series do not “got time” to prove themselves before 
relegation to the back catalog, their narratives are anything but high- 
concept; whether binged-on or nibbled, their slow-build stories still pay off, 
albeit in the non-economic sense of telling queer histories and imagining 
queer futures. Thinking less figuratively about the “queerness” of viewers’ 
time-based engagements with OITNB, I turn now to consider more literal 
and hopeful expressions of queerness in OITNB’s narrative transgressions 
of what Elizabeth Freeman terms chrononormativity, the institutionally and 
ideologically enforced temporal manipulations by which social-subjects are 
regulated for maximum productivity and conformity. Together with what 
Dana Luciano terms the chronobiopolitical forces that shape “‘the sexual 
arrangement of the time of life’ of entire populations,” this imposed 
timeline functions to construct lives as productive, linear, and teleological.22 
Queer theory’s deconstruction of temporality reveals time as a social 
construct, naturalized to those whom it privileges and in its own privileging 
of linearity, continuity, and progression along with such attendant 
chronobiopolitical discourses as progressivism, reproductive futurism, and 
neoliberalism. Carla Freccero views this temporal turn in queer theory as 
yielding “possibilities for relationality or community in queer temporal 
reimaginings as a way out of the repro-futurism of both hetero- and ... 
homonormative temporal schemas.”=4 


As the designated fish out of water, Piper initially reacts to the dictum 
“you’ve got time” (as sung by Regina Spektor over each episode’s opening 
credits) with resolve to remain a productive, disciplined citizen. As she 
informs husband Larry about her plan for prison in “I Wasn’t Ready”: “I’m 
going to get ripped—like [fitness maven] Jackie Warner-ripped. And I’m 
going to read everything on my Amazon wish list. And maybe even learn a 
craft.... I’m going to make it count, Larry. I’m not going to throw away a 
year of my life.” Piper’s last request to her husband, upon surrendering at 
Litchfield, is “Please keep my website updated.” Out of Piper’s subsequent 
recognition of the assured anti-productivity that prison holds in store 
emerges the paradox of prison as a tool of the capitalist state that 
nonetheless functions in ways counterproductive to the state and its 
citizenry (which currently incarcerates seven million Americans at an 
annual cost of $74 billion) and profitable only to those with ownership 
stake in the prison industrial complex, the private industry our correctional 
system justifies and sustains. With inmates charged inflated prices for 
essential toiletries at commissary yet earning mere cents on the hour from 
their job assignments, there is no financial incentive to save or legitimate 
means to succeed. Some respond with extreme shows of anti-productivity 
and passivity (witness Nicky’s waiting out her shift in the electric shop by 
drilling into a concrete wall an opening she claims will serve as a glory 
hole), some barter for supplies through underground networks such as that 
controlled by chef Red, and some embrace a gift economy, as with inmate 
Poussey’s (Samira Wiley) circulating gratis her homemade hooch. Against 
these attempts to construct an alternative, less exploitative economy, two 
characters emerge as extreme embodiments of the capitalist ethos 
internalized in the role of the drug dealer: in season one, sadistic 
Correctional Officer (C.O.) George “Pornstache” Mendez (Pablo 
Schreiber); in season two, old-school inmate Vee (Lorraine Toussaint). So 
extreme are these characterizations that viewers point to them as the two 
least believable in their monstrosity, with Mendez causing a young inmate’s 
fatal overdose and Vee staging a vicious attack on competitor Red. Other 
OITNB inmates employ bartering, sharing, and non-heteroreproductive 
inheritance (departing inmates bequeathing certain belongings; the rest 
being fair game) to challenge the price gouging and labor exploiting to 
which they are subject. Nonetheless, OITNB’s prison work force is 
undeniably alienated, and moreover is compelled to contribute invisible, 


unaccountable labor commensurate with un(der)paid and un(der)regulated 
work performed on the outside by undocumented and domestic laborers. 


OITNB makes a point of establishing that life on the outside is just as 
financially fraught, and its professional transactions equally exploitative. 
Agreeing not to borrow any additional funds from their parents, Piper and 
Larry are like many middle-class millennials in remaining financially 
dependent on their families. Though Alex (and her kingpin boss) readily 
turn out Piper as a drug money mule, Larry also makes the unconscionable 
move to sell out Piper and her fellow inmates to advance his career as a 
writer when he appears on a public radio talk show hosted by the wiry and 
bespectacled Maury Kind (Robert Stanton) in “Tall Men with Feelings” 
(2013). Given this narrowly disguised allusion to This American Life and its 
host Ira Glass, Larry’s actions seem intended as OITNB creator Kohan’s 
meta-commentary, distinguishing herself and her series from Larry’s and 
other white males’ appropriation of the stories and experiences of Others 
(women, people of color, queer individuals) for their own profit and for 
consumers’ entertainment. As a silent reprimand, a voiceless and bodiless 
image of an unidentified young blonde woman resembling Piper, powerless 
in absentia, hovers over the scene of Larry and Maury recording the 
interview. This scene finds its converse in one that demonstrates the 
radically more difficult challenge put to inmates lacking Piper’s cultural 
capital, privileged background, and support system: that of the Philip 
Morris—sponsored mock job fair at which inmate Taystee (Danielle Brooks) 
shines, but finds the rewards awaiting her non-existent (“Looks Blue, Tastes 
Red” [2014]). Still more infuriatingly poignant is Taystee’s actual release 
and return soon thereafter on a parole infraction, recidivism proving 
preferable to life on the outside, as she explains to prison pal Poussey in 
“Fool Me Once” (2013): 


When you get out, they gonna be up your ass like the KGB. Curfew 
every night. Piss in a cup whenever they say. You’ve got to go do three 
job interviews in a week for jobs you never gonna get. Probation 
officer calling every minute checkin’ up. Man, at least in jail you get 
dinner.... Minimum wage is some kind of joke. I got part-time work at 
Pizza Hut and still owe the prison $900 in fees I gotta pay back. I ain’t 
got no place to stay. Everyone I know is poor, in jail, or gone. 


With its depiction of post-prison life as equally if not more fraught than 
doing time, and showing the two to be mutually reinforcing the ongoing 
disenfranchisement of America’s underclass, OITNB unmasks what Lauren 
Berlant, in Cruel Optimism, calls “heterotopias of sovereignty”: the means 
whereby “the good life” gets defined according to individual “freedoms” 
presented as a right to all but available only to the privileged few, “a fantasy 
that sustains liberty’s normative as political idiom.”22 


As dire a description as this is of life on the outside for those abandoned by 
the system, it may well still seem impossible to imagine prison—the 
ultimate regulatory regime that dictates prisoners’ movements in space and 
time—as a site for the disruption of chrononormativity and 
chronobiopolitics. The fear that OJTNB strikes in viewers is not an echo of 
the famous Richard Pryor routine, “Thank God we got penitentiaries,” but 
rather of the assessment made by OITNB’s avenging investigative 
journalist, in his appeal to Piper for inside information for his planned 
exposé, that our prison system constitutes “the single greatest stain on the 
American collective conscience since slavery” (“Comic Sans” [2014]).22 
Litchfield’s officiating hierarchy features lecherous C.O.s, ruthless assistant 
warden Natalie Figueroa (Alysia Reiner), and most panoptical of all, her 
never-seen but often-invoked superior, the Big Daddy warden himself. The 
single gesture appearing to give inmates voice, the “Women’s Advisory 
Committee” (WAC) for which they campaign in a season one episode, is 
revealed as a ruse in which those “elected” didn’t actually run and are 
powerless to change policy (“WAC Pack” [2013]). Perhaps the most 
literalized symbol of prison-as-hegemony is the practice in 32 states of 
shackling female inmates to their maternity bed while giving birth, a threat 
we hear C.O. Joe Caputo (Nick Sandow) make to his subordinate officer 
John Bennett (Matt McGorry) to keep quiet about having impregnated 
Latina inmate Daya Diaz (Dascha Polanco), lest she end up “delivering 
[their] child with her hands and feet cuffed to the bed.”24 One also can see 
this power differential as simply an exaggeration of life on the outside, 
where pregnancy and parenting unfairly burden women, and even more 
unfairly those who are lower-income women of color. Painfully aware, as 
Daya tells Bennett in “Comic Sans,” that “you have a choice, you have the 
power. I’m an inmate; I have nothing,” she confers to him an authority 
already in his possession, and powerful enough to effectively undo the past, 


when she relinquishes him from “baby daddy” responsibility: “You got a 
chance right now to go back in time” (“It Was the Change” [2014]). 


For J. Halberstam, “queer time and place” are constituted by temporal and 
spatial logics that “develop, at least in part, in opposition to the institutions 
of family, heterosexuality, and reproduction,” and that offer alternative 
ways of life and modes of being that extend queerness beyond its 
formulation as sexual identity.22 Considered this way, OITNB’s federal 
penitentiary setting exemplifies queer time and place: in its single-sex 
population; in its disruption of capitalist efficiency through its non- 
incentive wage system and underground economy; in inmates’ resistance to 
time’s binds—and those of the prison industrial complex—through their 
transformative experiences while incarcerated; and in its manifesting 
temporality’s relation to identity by fostering sexual fluidity, with inmates 
who are “gay for the stay,” non-monogamous, and gender variant. In all 
these ways, OITNB transforms prison into a counterpublic, which Michael 
Warner defines as 


publics defined by their tension with a larger public. Their participants 
are marked off from persons or citizens in general. Discussion within 
such a public is understood to contravene the rules obtaining in the 
world at large, being structured by alternative dispositions or 
protocols.... [P]articipation in such a public is one of the ways by 
which its members’ identities are formed and transformed.=2 


We might thus consider the network of non-normative labor and kinship 
that OITNB’s inmates construct as existing outside of a capitalist and 
heterosexist economy, giving rise to an alternative in which, as Freeman 
writes, “time can be described as the potential for a domain of non-work 
dedicated to the production of new subject-positions and new figurations of 
personhood.”24 


Queer/ing Seriality and Sex 


Thomas Schatz notes that for all their boundary-pushing, Netflix, like 
premium cable, is “staking their futures on the most traditional of television 
products: series programming ... signaling the persistence of the medium’s 
most fundamental characteristics.”=2 Villarejo argues that such seriality 
creates “density” for recurring characters that is conducive to conveying 
queer storylines given “that familiarity is essential to enlisting 
understanding and sympathy.” As I argue in The B Word: Bisexuality in 
Contemporary Film and Television, the temporal structure of serial 
narrative also crucially allows for more complex understandings of sexual 
identity to emerge over time. 


Where the default to status quo structure of episodic television and the 
contained temporality of feature films create a pressure to resolve 
questions of sexuality, the narrative open-endedness and expanded 
time-frame that characterize serial television drama offer a particularly 
promising site for mounting long-range and multifaceted explorations 
into bisexual characters’ identities and experiences. Television 
narrative encourages bisexual representation by permitting it to unfold 
over time, necessary for the accumulation of experiences that renders 
bisexuality not practically viable—for any individual is potentially 
bisexual, no matter his or her behaviors to date—but rather 
representationally legible.*2 


When Piper clarifies in the pilot that she was a lesbian “at the time” of her 
drug-related crime, it is the first of many references within the series to the 
temporal and otherwise contingent specificity determining any utterance of 
identity. A flashback to Piper in the first heat of her attraction to Alex has 
her reporting to best friend Polly (Maria Dizzia) “TI like hot girls ... and I 
like hot boys” (“Bora Bora Bora”). In the present tense of the same episode, 
a more mature Piper is less lookist but still protests “I’m not gay,” when 
Nicky questions her about reuniting with Alex, claiming “it was about 
comfort, not sex,” and that “I feel like I’m twenty-three and no time has 
passed. I think when you have a connection with someone it never really 
goes away.” In so saying, Piper acknowledges here the importance that 
emotional needs and history play in determining desire, and asserts her 
sexuality as constantly in flux, as becoming rather than being. Characters 
blind to this temporal contingency of sexuality are called out for it, as in the 


following exchange between Larry and Piper’s brother Cal from “Fool Me 
Once”: 


LARRY: Is [Piper] gay now? 
CAL: I don’t know about now. She is what she is. 
LARRY: Which is what exactly? 


CAL: I’m going to go ahead and guess that one of the issues here is 
that you think anyone needs to be “exactly” anything. 


Yet despite Piper’s resistance to naming herself bisexual (much-noted in the 
cultural discourse on the series), or ascribing to any sexuality identity in the 
present tense, OITNB effectively names her as such in characterizing her 
with conventional associations made between bisexuality and same-sex 
environment, criminality, infidelity, and white privilege. Other queer sexual 
identities find similarly ambivalent treatment within OITNB. Inmate 
Lorna’s (Yael Stone) delusions of having a faithfully waiting fiancée on the 
outside and her disavowal of her carrying on with Nicky discredit her as a 
character, with “gay for the stay,” like “hasbian” and “LUG [lesbian until 
graduation],” operating to contain queer sexual temporalities to the almost- 
extinct and the just a phase.*! Similarly, Big Boo’s dual outlaw nature as 
butch lesbian finds free expression in prison, whereas, Sasha T. Goldberg 
argues, she remains imprisoned insofar as her exceptionality within the 
media industry “reinforce[s] the notion of [butchness] as an outsider, 
solitary existence.”“4 Season two reinforces this notion in painting Boo as 
increasingly abject, perverse, and isolated, from suggesting her carnal 
relationship with guide-dog “Little Boo” (“It got weird,” Boo admits), to 
making a predatory pass at newbie Brooke Soso (Kimiko Glenn), to finally 
selling out Red to rival Vee and being excommunicated from both camps as 
a result. As I write in The B Word, single-sex institutions “exist both for the 
purpose of and as a respite from gender socialization,” and screen narratives 
devoted to this spatio-temporal location, which include of course the 
women’s prison film, construct a safe space for “imagin[ing] how our logics 
of sexual desire might be reconceived along a more fluid range.”42 While 
OITNB occasionally falls back on the women’s prison tropes of predatory 


lesbians and mercenary bisexuals, it more prominently foregrounds 
romantic-erotic attachments between women. Such attachments and their 
capacity to flourish in all-female environments, as Freeman writes of the 
separate spheres of nineteenth-century Western social arrangements, are 
“above all temporal,” operating as “havens from a heartless world and, 
more importantly, as sensations that moved to their own beat.” 


Berlant and Warner use the term “sexual publics” to signify how sex and 
intimacy are regulated so as to maintain privacy and privatization for 
heterosexuality, whereas homosexuality is policed and punished according 
to justifications of “public decency.”42 When C.O. Sam Healy (Michael 
Hamey), attempting to reassure a traumatized Piper during their initial 
consultation, says, “This isn’t Oz,” referring to HBO’s prison drama that ran 
from 1997 to 2003, he offers a self-reflexive assurance to viewers about 
OITNB itself—in which even the rape, as defined by law, by C.O. Bennett 
of Daya, an inmate and thus unable to consent, is depicted in romanticized 
terms. Piper’s own coerced instatement as “prison wife” to Suzanne “Crazy 
Eyes” Warren (Uzo Aduba) is defused of real threat when, in response to 
Piper’s pal Polly asking, “Did she rape you?” Piper is forced to answer, 
“No, but she held my hand” (“Lesbian Request Denied” [2013]). Yet what 
OITNB decidedly does not steer away from is consensual queer sex. In the 
trailer referenced at essay’s start, Piper is heard remarking on her love of 
“getting clean,” reminiscing, “It’s my happy place. Was my happy place,” 
over images tracing an infant Piper being bathed in the sink, to an adult 
Piper luxuriating in the bath, to she and Larry cuddling in a tub. What the 
trailer omits but OITNB’s pilot shows in its opening moments is an 
additional image in which Piper and Alex, shot from the waists up and bare 
breasts exposed, embrace under a shower’s stream. Censored from 
“mainstream” viewers but readily offered up to loyal subscribers at series’ 
start, this graphic (if titillating) depiction of queer desire is something 
OITNB does not shy from showing—indeed, in another scene from the 
pilot, Nicky is shown with her face buried in Lorna’s crotch, again while 
showering. What sex going on outside of prison we are shown takes place 
in flashback and is also queer: Alex orally pleasuring Piper on their first 
assignation, in early 1990s Northampton; inmate Poussey’s flashback to her 
young adulthood in Germany, as an Army brat, getting down with a buxom 
frdulein. What is noteworthy is that OITNB looks past straight sex, ignoring 


such opportunities as the frenzied affair between Larry and Polly in favor of 
the shirtless but de-eroticized glimpse we see of her post-breast-feeding. In 
its most extreme instance, OITNB displays its predilection for queer sex and 
queer spaces when it sends Larry and his father to a gay bathhouse 
unknowingly (Mr. Bloom had a Groupon). With male frontal nudity—rarely 
seen on screen outside of pornography—in full line of sight, and to the 
strains of men copulating in corners, Larry confides: “Prison changed 
[Piper]. It changes people. She was not a lesbian anymore, not with me. 
Then she’s in prison, what, a few weeks and she’s a lesbian again. Or bi? I 
don’t even know” (“Looks Blue, Tastes Red”). As with his earlier voicing 
of his confusion over Piper’s sexuality to Cal, here too it is Larry’s lack of 
imagination and understanding—rather than queer sex in public—that is 
depicted as problematic. Because the consensual sex in OITNB’s Litchfield 
is non-phallic, subversive, and survival-minded, its occurrence constitutes 
moments of jouissance that Lee Edelman promotes as resistant to the 
dictates of biological procreation and capitalist re-creation encapsulated 
within reproductive futurism: “Detached from its reproductive function,” 
writes Edelman, “sex can be envisioned as a subjective escape from a future 
pull that seems inevitable.”4® The queer sex that flourishes throughout 
Litchfield but tellingly sees the most action behind the altar of the under- 
patrolled chapel constitutes transgression of normative values both religious 
and repro-futuristic. 


“C’mon up to the [big] house”+Z 


Despite this reveling in queer sex as a non-reproductive mode of survival of 
the species, Litchfield’s women are still forced to hear their clocks ticking 
within the confines of a world in which an inmate’s “date” refers to her 
release rather than an act of romantic courtship or marriage. Aptly 
illustrated by the publicity image announcing OITNB’s second season, 
depicting an egg cracked in half to reveal days ticked off in anticipation, 
women who spend their procreative years behind bars suffer diminished 
opportunities to experience biological motherhood. “I told Piper it’s much 
harder to conceive in your later 30s,” Carol Chapman offers up on her first 


visit to Litchfield in “Lesbian Request Denied.” “That’s just what I need 
right now,” Piper responds sarcastically, “a reminder of my ebbing fertility.” 
Tried and sentenced as adults but effectively stalled in acquiring status as 
women (heteronormatively defined by marrying and mothering), and 
largely abandoned by their families once inside (if not before), inmates 
become wards of the state with incarceration grounds for rejection of their 
autonomy. Thus female inmates embody a prolonged adolescence that 
reveals itself as queer both in its polymorphous perversity and in its 
liminality—not yet contained by the perceived imperative of sexual identity 
labeling and its ostensible marker in sexual coupling. Given this, inmates 
display resistance to heteronormative and chronobiopolitical binds even as 
they remain bound in incarceration. Likewise, OITNB’s prison familial 
structure displays a spatio-temporality akin to the stretched-out 
adolescences of queer subjects and queer subcultures that Halberstam 
describes as “transient, extrafamilial, and oppositional modes of affiliation,” 
while also working to reveal the alienation and perverseness that 
characterizes heteropatriarchal family.*® 


Biological fathers in OITNB are largely shown to be absent or damaging; 
notably, Piper’s father Bill Chapman (Bill Hoag) remains nearly as unseen 
as Litchfield’s male warden, justifying his refusal to visit by saying in “40 
Oz. of Furlough (2014),” “I’m sorry, honey, but I just can’t see you like 
that. You’re my little girl. That woman in there—that’s not who you are,” to 
which Piper responds, “That’s exactly who I am.” Piper’s recognition of 
herself as inextricably tied to her past acts and present experiences 
constitutes a sobering yet necessary revelation in self-acceptance, signaled 
in the linguistic echo that links her ostensible past and present selves when 
she recalls, in the pilot, “It got scary, and then I ran away, and then I became 
the nice blonde lady I was supposed to be.” With these words, Piper 
recounts her narrative of non-belonging in the criminal world that she 
escaped to fulfill her “true” self. Yet her self-description as a “nice blonde 
lady” is identical to that used by Alex in convincing Piper that she can pass 
through airport customs, drug money in tow, without raising suspicion. In 
both scenarios, Piper’s “nice blonde lady” is a disguise, and the white 
privilege it alludes to is that which allows her untrammeled access between 
worlds as well as the illusion of a self who is liberated from crime. 


Mr. Chapman’s insistence on infantilizing and idealizing his daughter finds 
its converse within Alex’s flashback in “Fucksgiving” (2013), when her 
search to find her absentee birth father brings her face to face with a has- 
been rock star who immediately and inappropriately sexualizes her, sending 
her straight into the grasp of drug-dealer Fahri (Sebastian La Cause), a 
father surrogate under whose tutelage she will become criminalized. Nor 
does OITNB let biological mothers off the hook, but rather condemns Carol 
Chapman’s Stepford Wife—like denials as well as the selfish mothering 
endured by Nicky and Daya. In parsing whether OITNB endorses single 
parenthood on the outside, however, I am skeptical; we are encouraged to 
raise an eyebrow when Daya’s mother and fellow inmate Aleida (Elizabeth 
Rodriguez) comforts her about the prospect of raising alone the child she 
conceived with C.O. Bennett, saying, “You was raised in a non-traditional 
setting and you turned out great” (“Take a Break from Your Values” 
[2014]).*2 And though we are urged to find transgender inmate Sophia’s 
(Laverne Cox) wife unreasonable in her plea to her then-transitioning 
spouse to remain anatomically male, it seems we are meant to agree with 
her assessment that their child needs a paternal role model when she tells 
Sophia, in “Lesbian Request Denied,” “Do your time, so you can be a father 
to your son.” 


Berlant and Warner describe queer kinship as 


relations and narrative that are only recognized as intimate in queer 
culture: girlfriends, gal pals, fuckbuddies, tricks. Queer culture has 
learned not only how to sexualize these and other relations, but also to 
use them as a context for witnessing intense and personal affect while 
elaborating a public world of belonging and transformation. Making a 
queer world has required the development of the kind of intimacy that 
bears no relation to domestic space, to kinship, to the couple 


formation, to property, or to the nation.22 


Though under the male correctional officers’ thumbs, Litchfield inmates 
establish matriarchal structures that, when compassionately conceived, are 
monitored both from the top down and the bottom up. Most prominently, 
Red serves as the tough-but-fair mother figure first seen doling out 
contraband yogurts to her “kids,” but unafraid to enact punishment when 


Piper’s ill-advised complaint about prison cuisine leads to Red’s starving 
her out and humiliating her with an English muffin-encased dish deemed 
“Tampon Surprise,” in “Tit Punch” (2013). After Red more fervently 
punishes another surrogate daughter, relapsed addict Tricia (Madeline 
Brewer), with permanent exile, then indirectly causes another “daughter,” 
Gina (Abigail Savage), to be badly scarred, Red is stripped of status as both 
chef and mother to her girls. When she finally acquiesces to make amends, 
the reuniting of a queer family is staged to evoke a reunion of biological 
family. Even accounting for the limited range of hair dyes available at 
commissary, the similarly red-haired, fair-skinned women gathered around 
the table for Red’s peace offering meal—Nicky, Gina, Sister Ingalls (Beth 
Fowler), Norma (Annie Golden)—suggest that their family ties have grown 
so strong as to have taken on the markers of biological resemblance. As the 
apology Red proceeds to make in “40 Oz. of Furlough” segues into a vow 
to chief confidante Norma, Red’s words take on the shadings of a marriage 
proposal: “I’m willing to make this more of a democracy; I just want my 
family back.... My dear Norma, you’ve been by my side for many years. 
You’re my best friend. You’ve stood by me, listened to me, plucked the hair 
that grows from that weird mole on the back of my arm. I’ve missed you so 
much. Thank you for giving me another chance.” When mute Norma nods 
her assent, their “daughters” looking on as witnesses, the queer family is 
consecrated. 


It bears reminding that this commemorated queer family is one initially 
formed around racial alignment; as Piper finds out upon arriving at 
Litchfield, the prison population is informally organized according to a 
racially-ordained kinship system that Lorna excuses as “tribal, not racist.” I 
lack the space here to interrogate OITNB’s not always enlightened treatment 
of race, despite its racially inclusive casting.2+ But the troubling racial 
implications OITNB raises in affirming the white family while 
pathologizing the black family are clear enough: vindictive Vee emerges as 
Red’s foil, functioning as the bad mother who insists on allegiance, 
demands reciprocity, and reinforces cultural scripts about dead-end 
prospects, shooting down Taystee’s professional ambition by chiding her, 
“Girl, you from this >hood. You don’t get a career, you get a job.” The 
perversity of the “forever family,” the promise with which Vee lures the 
orphaned Taystee into her criminal organization, is signaled by Vee 


seducing, then ordering killed, the surrogate son who has, sans Vee’s 
permission, gone into business on his own. Rematerializing out of Taystee’s 
past to invade her present and resume her bullying, Vee exercises vigilant 
surveillance over the relationship between Taystee and Poussey, pressing 
the former, “Why do you keep defending [Poussey] over your family?” and, 
upon seeing them suggestively cuddling, warning Taystee, “When you get 
out of here you don’t want people on the block talkin’ about how you went 
that way” (“A Whole Other Hole” [2014]). Vee’s homophobic surveillance 
of her self-appointed gang parallels C.O. Healy’s, whose paranoia sends 
Piper to the Solitary Housing Unit (S.H.U.) when she is caught “dirty 
dancing” with Alex in “Fucksgiving.” Vee’s panoptical gaze is conjoined 
with that of Healy with the latter’s misguided attempt to start up a therapy 
group he names Safe Space, wherein the quotidian threat of surveillance 
behind bars gets a boost from the imperative to confess. Pushing Poussey to 
confide her feelings, Healy’s oblivious entreaty that “We have to watch out 
for each other” carries an irony that is anything but comforting, as only 
Healy is unaware that Poussey, on suspicion of squealing about Vee’s 
heroin operation, is subject to the menacing gaze of Vee’s emissary Suzanne 
(“Take a Break from Your Values”). Taystee eventually weans herself from 
the overbearing, abusive mother, telling Vee in “Hugs Can Be Deceiving” 
(2014), “I’m feeling like I already gave you too much of my time”; a 
stinging reproach, and one that OITNB echoes when it kills off the character 
whom many viewers found too villainous by half at season two’s end. 


Flashbacks to the Queer Future 


The stylistic technique that seems most evident of Matt Zoller Seitz’s 
observation that “in content as well as form OITNB is a modestly 
revolutionary show” is surely its use of flashbacks.°2 Despite its 
normalization in narrative film and television, the flashback is stylistically 
radical in its reflexivity and non-linearity, and its use nearly always signals 
disturbance—whether of a traumatic memory impinging on the present or 
of a recollection so pleasurable that is provokes a yearning to return to the 
past. Moreover, as Maureen Turim notes, flashbacks serve to interpolate 


viewers into identifying with characters through the subjective revealing of 
history: 


If flashbacks give us images of memory, the personal archives of the 
past, they also give us images of history, the shared and recorded 
past.... This process can be called the “subjective memory,” which 
here has the double sense of the rendering of history as a subjective 
experience of a character in the fiction, and the formation of a Subject 
in history as the viewer of the film identifying with fictional 
character’s [sic] positioned in a fictive social reality. 


Flashbacks are stylistically as well as temporally radical in being by 
definition non-teleological, resisting the imperative towards progress and 
futurity’s pull and in so doing evincing the famous Faulkner axiom “The 
past is never dead. It’s not even past.”°4 In a singular instance within 
“Lesbian Request Denied,” the past fuses with the present with the use of a 
single (trick) shot showing transgender inmate Sophia’s transition from her 
assigned gender identity as “Marcus” (played by actress Cox’s real life twin 
brother M. Lamar) to her chosen identity. Given this episode’s focus on 
Sophia’s panic when budget cuts deny her the necessary estrogen dosage, 
this time-shifting shot visualizes the constant threat of slippage back into 
the past that renders a gender-transitioning inmate dependent and desperate. 
Indispensable for establishing viewer identification with each inmate 
among OITNB’s ensemble, these episodic forays into characters’ pasts via 
flashback establish the unfortunate constellation of factors that led to each 
woman’s incarceration; overwhelmingly, it was lack of economic resources 
(whether for material needs, education, healthcare, or legal defense) that 
was significantly if not wholly to blame. But even as these individual 
histories reveal the extent and consequences of America’s poverty 
epidemic, they also revise cultural scripts by resisting ahistorical, 
decontextualized narratives. The result is to unbind characters from the 
representational regime of stereotyping as well as from the legal regime of 
criminalizing, humanizing each character and qualifying if not exonerating 
her of her crime(s). 


As the season one trailer discussed at essay’s start indicates, in the eyes of 
her biological, traditional family, Piper’s sexually curious susceptibility to 


being seduced by Alex is what ostensibly led to her incarceration and 
perceived failure as a straight citizen, in both senses. This conflation of 
queerness with failure—of heterosexuality, of repro-futurity, of bourgeois 
capitalism—is ideologically ingrained. “The queer body and queer social 
worlds become the evidence of that failure,” writes Halberstam, “while 
heterosexuality is rooted in a logic of achievement, fulfillment, and 
success(ion).”22 OITNB’s other “bad family” and its matriarch Vee share the 
elder Chapmans’ conflation of non-futurity with failure, evidenced in Vee’s 
scolding of her surrogate daughter “Black Cindy” (Adrienne C. Moore) 
when the latter blows off her orders as Vee’s drug deputy, in “Comic Sans.” 
“That probably worked back when folks were expected to check out at 
forty,” lectures Vee. “Thing is, if you’re not building a future, that’s because 
you don’t believe there is a future. You’ve given up on yourself. You’re a 
loser.” The perverse work ethic that Vee preaches, though an echo of 
capitalist dogma, all but guarantees a future behind bars if not the life cut 
short that awaits Vee. Yet neither does OITNB offer the blindly carpe diem 
rejection of futurity that Alex proposes to Piper, saying, “I’m not planning 
anything. I don’t know what’s going to happen, that’s the point of being 
with me”—a seductive fantasy but one Piper (and we) have by season two’s 
end come to understand as avoidant and self-serving. 


Edelman’s urging for a queer oppositionality that is future-negating did not 
find favor throughout queer theory.2° Without succumbing to the hollow 
notion that “it gets better,” queer scholars of color in particular see it as 
essential to maintain belief, as José Esteban Munoz attests, that “queerness 
is primarily about futurity and hope.”2/ For the disenfranchised characters 
of OITNB and their real life counterparts, it is difficult to deny that which 
Dustin Bradley Goltz posits: “Given the way discourses of future punish 
queerness, hope marks a site of political struggle and urgency, for, as 
[Gloria] Anzaldtiia reminds us in This Bridge Called My Back, 
‘hopelessness is suicide.’”22 For Goltz, this more moderate position 
imagines queemess contending with heteronormativity’s “ongoing project 
of hijacking the future” by vigilantly critiquing the status quo, “working 
within the present—rejecting the tragic forecasting of heteronormativity’s 
threats, with a ‘day at a time’ orientation towards unseen futures.”22 Above 
all, OITNB’s characters challenge what our punitive rather than 
rehabilitative system of incarceration dictates: rather than killing time, they 


queer time, producing what Freeman describes as “new social relations and 
even new forms of justice that counter the chrononormative and 
chronobiopolitical ... forms of time on which both a patriarchal 
generationality and a maternalized middle-class domesticity”—and, I would 
add, a neoliberal capitalist economy—“lean on for their meaning,” with the 
result being one “of transformation rather than of shared victimhood.” &2 


Discourses on television’s futurity steer to similar extremes, with dystopian 
forecasts of “the end of television” countered by utopian rhetoric of creative 
autonomy, indie TV, virtual entrepreneurs, and participatory media. In 
assessing whether Internet television really constitutes an overhaul of the 
corporate management and economic arrangements profiting Hollywood’s 
big media groups, it is important to recall that Netflix turned to original 
content in an attempt to compensate for losing the virtual monopoly it had 
acquired as an early adopter of media streaming, as expired licensing deals 
and rising competition from rival content providers like Hulu and Amazon 
increasingly threatened Netflix’s market advantage. Also crucial to 
remember is that it is not, for the foreseeable future, within Netflix’s control 
to radically shift the entertainment industry’s power structure, given that 
Netflix remains dependent on licensing fees, priced at the discretion of film 
and television studios. Even original content such as OITNB is 
“exclusively” controlled by Netflix only for first-window streaming rights. 
Suggesting a still hazier future, some media analysts predict the likelihood 
that cable-systems operators will compensate for the loss in profit from 
bundling cable packages (as the result of “cord-cutters” and “cord-nevers”) 
by shifting their business model to focus on selling broadband service, such 
as Verizon and AT&T are already doing. In the event that these broadband 
providers successfully appeal the FCC’s recent passing of net neutrality 
regulations protecting streaming services, Netflix could be faced with 
inflated costs or data caps for streaming bandwidth. Netflix chief content 
officer Ted Sarandos freely admits to how its non-normative programming 
model is economically profitable, even as he hitches that financial 
incentive, in the very next sentence, to a nationalistic notion of freedom: 


To make all of America do the same thing at the same time is 
enormously inefficient [and] ridiculously expensive.... There is a 
freedom achieved when your options extend beyond the night’s 


offerings and the limited selection of past episodes that networks make 
available on demand. Specifically, it’s the freedom to only watch 
television you enjoy. 


In linking viewer freedoms to free market policies, Sarandos positions 
Netflix as the neoliberal alternative to an outmoded model redolent of no 
less than socialism in its implied conformity and scarcity. Yet as the first 
generation of Internet television viewers have discovered, the liberation that 
comes with expanded access and choice may prove overwhelming and 
ultimately impoverishing. “With Internet television, customers have grown 
accustomed to the idea that they might really have it all, whenever they 
want,” writes Ken Aueletta. “What’s unclear is whether that freedom will 
cost more than the current bargain.” 


Though it may be seen as constituting a similarly utopian disregard for 
reality and mortality, OITNB’s second season ends with an image that 
evocatively visualizes queer imaginings of individual and collective 
transformation realizable through a radical temporality that transcends past, 
present, and future and the chrononormative, chronobiopolitical imperative 
each confers. Handed a death sentence in the form of a terminal cancer 
diagnosis with no prison funding for further care, former bank robber and 
long-time convict Rosa (Barbara Rosenblat) seizes her moment to escape, 
commandeering the prison transport van to speed off into the proverbial 
sunset to the rising chords of Blue Oyster Cult’s “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper” 
(“We Have Manners. We’re Polite” [2014]). At this moment of liberation 
from the various incarcerations of place, class, race, age, and illness, Rosa 
visually transforms back into the brazen firebrand she once was. In its 
ecstatic affirmation of a self who is unconstrained by either time’s binds or 
that of socially dictated subjectivity, it is a moment of untrammeled 
jouissance. Alas it is but a fantasized escape, yet in its projection on screen 
we can imagine its possibility. At their best, both Netflix and OITNB offer a 
similar view beyond, to a queer time and place both televisual and societal. 
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Netflix and Innovation in Arrested Development’s 
Narrative Construction 


MAiRA BIANCHINI and MARIA CARMEM JACOB DE SOUZA 


In “Development Arrested” (2006), Arrested Development’s (2003-2006) 
third season finale, Maeby Fiinke (Alia Shawkat), then a successful teen 
Hollywood executive, presents the idea of a television series based on her 
family to an industry icon, who says, “Nah, I don’t see it as a series. Maybe 
a movie.” The icon in question was of course Ron Howard, the series’ 
executive producer and narrator, and this moment hinted at the potential 
plans Arrested Development’s creative team had for a film sequel to the 
Bluth’s family story. 


Seven years later, in “Senioritis” (2013), a fourth season episode made 
available first on Netflix, it is Michael (Jason Bateman) who embarks on a 
journey to get the permission of his family members for a potential feature 
film. Michael hears from his now unemployed niece about the new 
promising plan for the project: “I gotta tell you, I think movies are dead. 
Maybe it’s a TV show.” Taken with Ron Howard’s speech in the original 
finale, these lines of dialog make explicit reference to the real-life story of 
how the series was revived after its 2006 cancellation—a creative saga that 
includes frustrated investments in a feature film and a return as, once again, 
an episodic series on Netflix.t 


Season four’s online distribution makes us wonder about the reasons why 
Netflix’s executives decided to support Howard’s and executive producer 
Mitch Hurwitz’s project. The company’s actions in the recent audiovisual 
multiplatform market show Netflix’s interest in increasing its importance in 
this sphere, especially, in the field of television series production, a social 
field where media convergence and participatory culture are strong features. 
Ted Sarandos, Netflix’s Chief Content Officer since 2000, has been 
acknowledged as one of Netflix’s executives responsible for translating his 
identification of promising series production market trends into consecrated 


original programming strategies designed for an audience who has proven to 
be faithful consumers of the aesthetic and stylistic innovations fostered in 
this context. 


The decision to bring back showrunner Hurwitz and his creative fellows for 
a fourth season of Arrested Development illustrates Netflix’s expertise in 
combining the series’ captive fan base with the creative team’s interest in 
remixing the American sitcom form. In its original run, the series was 
recognized for its formal inventions, including the absence of laugh track, a 
single camera (as opposed to three camera) set up, “cinéma verité” 
documentary-style aesthetics (with handheld cameras, the presence of a 
narrator, and the use of captions, voiceovers, and collages), and, most 
importantly, its self-conscious, multi-layered, and complex mode of 
storytelling. Thus, Netflix demonstrates how to be in tune with a series’ fan 
community cultivated online, a connoisseur group of spectators skilled at 
appreciating the production’s operational aesthetics and bold stylistic choices 
made by the anthological, radically fragmented narrative construction of the 
fourth season, with episodes focusing on different perspectives of the same 
story.* The structure of the season’s comic effect, through temporal 
alternations and narrative fragmentation, was designed by exploring the 
possibility of continuous viewership of the 15 episodes—utilizing the binge- 
watching behavior associated with Netflix’s distribution model. Such a 
decision ultimately resulted in a radicalized puzzle-like design of the 
narrative. 


This essay examines the intricate relationship between the ideas of Netflix’s 
executives and Arrested Development’s creative agents. Such ideas and 
decisions generated, at once, an aesthetic renovation of the series, an 
appreciation of the creative team, and the company strengthening its position 
in the scripted television marketplace. To examine such relations between 
the company’s executives and Arrested Development’s creative team, we 
rely on Pierre Bourdieu’s research, which enables a better understanding of 
these agents’ actions through a relational analytical approach of the logic 
governing the disputes for distinction and recognition in the history of the 
television series production field. 


The concept of a social field of television series production is applied here to 
show how television series are created according to specific rules and logical 


principles which enable a system of both partnership and competition 
relations amongst the agents—from company’s managers to creative 
professionals working on such products—involved in the processes of 
original programming production and distribution. The principles that 
encourage these agents’ actions are the result of the field’s historical 
autonomization process, which can be observed in the disputes over power 
to define and legitimize a series format and quality as well as the power to 
evaluate, recognize, and consecrate the agents that produce them. 


Therefore, in the history of the production, distribution, and consumption of 
television, a market of economic and symbolic exchanges is formed and 
governed by shared structural dimensions, homologous positions in relation 
with other fields (such as the dominant/dominated positions and these poles’ 
intermediate positions found in the economic and political fields); 
meanwhile, private and autonomous dimensions are formed and structure the 
conflicting social positions over the definition of an original, innovative, and 
quality television series. The central premise of this analytical perspective 
shows how the poetic choices orchestrated by Arrested Development’s 
creator Hurwitz tend to be guided by the dispositions, interests, and positions 
he occupies within the television industry, both at the time the series aired on 
Fox and at its revival on Netflix. 


Position-Taking and Autonomy in Television’s Social Field 


Before Arrested Development, Hurwitz had a career in traditional multi- 
camera sitcoms, most notably on The Golden Girls (1985-1992), and he 
found the format to be outdated. Hurwitz’s conditions to experiment with 
new forms of comedy storytelling were made possible through some 
synergistic thinking by Hurwitz, Ron Howard, producer Brian Grazer, and 
Imagine Entertainment chief David Nevins in 2002. As Hurwitz said, “The 
idea was that this documentary style could inform the storytelling, that 
instead of everything being consecutive, tell the story in a non-linear way. It 
became stylistically this great way of moving the story along.”4 


Arrested Development’s emergence in this scenario inspires analysis on the 
performances of the production and distribution companies in the industry. 
The degree of autonomy granted to series creators generally depends on the 
history of autonomization in the field and on the symbolic and economic 
capital accumulated by such creators. What this notion inspires is an 
examination of how those working within media industries respond to 
external (like the need for commercial success) and internal (a production 
field’s specific defining criteria for quality and formal aspects) hierarchies. 
Following this direction, this essay employs a broader analysis of the 
professionals working in companies responsible for producing and 
distributing media content products within the concept of the social field. 
Entrepreneurial social agents are specially fascinating to observe, as they 
dedicate themselves to fostering industrial competitiveness, enhancing 
communication skills and marketing strategies, and bringing together experts 
who illustrate a combination of “economic dispositions which, in certain 
field’s sectors, are totally alien to the producers, and intellectual dispositions 
similar to those of the producers, from whom they may exploit the work only 
to the extent they know how to appreciate and value it.”2 Such executives 
tend to adopt a legitimation stance regarding creative and innovative ideas. 


Research on the development of American television series illustrates the 
creative experience that includes the collective work of producing a series, 
headed by a showrunner (a professional with a high degree of autonomy to 
manage the key areas of writing, producing, and directing), depends on the 
conditions offered by the companies’ executives.® Showrunners are able to 
increase their degree of autonomy and control over the complex process of 
production to the extent that they can accumulate symbolic capital and 
encounter homologous positions amongst executives from broadcast 
networks, cable and premium channels, and, most recently, online streaming 
companies.7 In this context, showrunners know the higher the power to 
negotiate and interfere with the process, the better the conditions to choose 
the resources and strategies employed. This may provide the recognition of 
their authoring features, which tend, in turn, to be associated with producing 
companies’ brands. A remarkable example is HBO’s original programming 
from the 1990s and early 2000s. Showrunners such as Tom Fontana (Oz, 
1997-2003), David Chase (The Sopranos, 1999-2007), Alan Ball (Six Feet 
Under, 2001-2005), David Simon (The Wire, 2002—2008), and David Milch 


(Deadwood, 2004—2006) exercised the creative freedom enabled by the 
premium cable channel and created some of the most critically acclaimed 
dramas in television history, which subsequently helped elevate HBO’s 
brand in the field of television production.2 Executives use brand identity 
strategies to establish their companies, investing in original programming 
and selecting series that, preferably, find a convergence point between 
aesthetic quality and audience ratings.2 Innovative series thus seem to 
demonstrate a tendency to become an object of adoration to niche audiences. 


This essays considers how, in the field of television production, the 
increasing recognition and consecration of executives, creative writers, and 
producers along with specific genres and formats, come together to stimulate 
innovative processes in the spheres of creation, distribution, and 
consumption of programming. Such innovations show how the current state 
of the field’s autonomization allows legitimized series to become aesthetics 
reference points in American television. Thus, key moments of the main 
social agents’ trajectories are presented throughout the essay. Such agents 
include: Arrested Development’s creator and showrunner, Hurwitz; 
producers and executives of Imagine Entertainment, Ron Howard, Brian 
Grazer, and David Nevins, who bet on the narrative and aesthetic style of the 
series from its inception; and Ted Sarandos, one of the executives 
responsible for the fourth season on Netflix who encouraged the series to 
further explore its previous innovations. 


The social trajectory of a showrunner, associated with the network’s 
executives that legitimize them, tends to be a privileged locus of observation 
of the association efforts towards the creation of distinctive brands that stand 
out in both the serial production’s work and in the wider sphere of practices 
conducted by the companies involved.2 Analyzing the social consecration 
trajectory of these companies and entrepreneurs therefore enhances the 
understanding of efforts to promote their position in the markets in which 
they operate. 


The business strategy of creating favorable and autonomous conditions for 
showrunners to work demonstrates that the creation context for successful 
television series can also be a circumstance that consecrates the company. 
This attitude is risky but necessary, particularly in a time of change in such 
fields, where the results from risky bets may positively reflect on the rise of 


newcomers in competitive spheres, like Netflix in the television production 
and distribution market. 


The purpose of the reflection here is to indicate the perspective these 
companies advocate for regarding innovations in television sitcoms, which 
can be observed in the narrative strategies employed by Arrested 
Development. This essay also illustrates that the actions of the social agents 
involved have repercussions on the expansion of quality programming. In 
their success, these social agents strengthen the value and autonomy of 
creative and original content, and aid in the rise of new entrepreneurial 
agents such as Netflix in a moment of intense changes in the field. 


“The future of television is here”: Netflix in the Field of Television Series 
Production 


The expansion and diversification of how television content is distributed 
and consumed has significantly altered the dynamics of the field of 
television production. Companies like Netflix, which at first only offered a 
new distribution platform, have begun original series production. Netflix has 
projected itself into a field that was, until recently, restricted to production 
companies, networks, and channels. When acting in this field, Netflix has 
employed familiar industry strategies, with HBO’s strategic planning as 
main reference—as stated by Netflix’s co-founder and CEO, Reed 
Hastings. Such companies deal with at least three associated features: (1) 
international market expansion; (2) the creation of a system to regionally and 
globally identify, attract, assess, retain, and expand subscribers; and (3) the 
combination of a set of products that live up to the diversity and wishes both 
of its wider and its niche audiences. In such cases, the goal is innovative 
original content, recognized by consecration instances represented by 
experts in the field (critics, producers, authors), and the specific audience- 
related recognition (fan communities, websites, specialized blogs). 


The strategies employed by Netflix demonstrate how the use of a new 
technology modifies the positions of the field’s players. The analytical 
perspective developed by Bourdieu highlights the newcomers’ tendency to 


alter the balance of forces significantly in a given historical moment, an 
essential aspect of the field’s logic and operating dynamics. In recent years, 
new agents have entered the field of series production, with the significant 
focus on the emergence of online streaming platforms. Along with Netflix, 
Amazon, Hulu, and Yahoo have all invested in original programming 
strategies, achieving varying degrees of success and recognition. While 
Amazon’s Transparent (2014—) received Golden Globe and Primetime 
Emmy attention, Yahoo lost over $42 million with its original content, 
including the revival of cult NBC sitcom Community (2009-2015).12 The 
field’s symbolical capital is in constant negotiation, favoring the ascendance 
of agents who better combine strategic planning and creative potential in the 
space of choices made available in this field of production. 


The way Netflix positioned itself within the field of series production and 
distribution companies, achieving recognition for the quality and innovation 
of its series, demonstrates that we are facing a new configuration of disputes 
and power relations in the multi-platform ambience. Netflix displays an 
ability to grasp the principles of the social field’s logic and to identify 
changes that destabilize the dynamics of existing operations—regarding 
technologies and content distribution systems under development, the 
expanding global market, the rise of new audiences, the harbor of audacious 
creators, and new state regulations, among others. Executives know how to 
evaluate this new context, and they implement action strategies that put them 
in anew position while competing with players who have been on the 
market for decades, that need, in turn, to renew and innovate their business 
models in light of these systems’ intrinsic logic. 


In Netflix’s case, the investment in original programming can be understood 
through the history of the company’s content distribution model, when it 
ceased to be just an online rental service and it started working as an on- 
demand streaming platform. Two initial challenges presented themselves to 
Netflix in this transition period in 2007: licensing and the restriction of 
content distribution windows. According to Sarandos, the absence of a first- 
sale doctrine to the streaming market demanded a reconfiguration in the 
licensing of content distribution agreements, particularly with television 
content./2 The first-sale doctrine allows a company to purchase a large 
collection of movies and television series as physical media and distribute 
these products indefinitely, since the copyright holders of such products do 


not have a perpetual license on them. That is, while the physical integrity of 
DVDs is preserved, the company does not need to pay again for the right to 
rent or resell the product. In the streaming market, on the other hand, the 
companies need to ensure a subscription video-on-demand (SVOD) 
television right, which must be renewed constantly, in a competitive 
dynamic with other SVOD players. According to Sarandos, such 
negotiations for television content become progressively more complex, 
since “every network is interested in holding, withholding, buying, or 
blocking SVOD rights as a way to create an atmosphere for their own VOD 
services.”14 


One major challenge regarding distribution windowing came from 
established agreements among Hollywood studios and cable channels, both 
premium and basic. These longstanding agreements gave cable channels 
exclusive first rights to major releases for a period of nine years after the 
DVD release. Traditional windowing deals like these initially affected the 
volume of content offered by Netflix’s online streaming service, but did not 
prevent the company’s investment in the sector. Although Netflix’s still 
offered physical DVD rentals, subscribers embraced online streaming; by 
October 2008, estimates showed that 10 to 20 percent of the 8.4 million 
Netflix’s subscribers used the online service regularly./2 


Simultaneously, changes in licensing agreements began to give way to 
Netflix’s advancement in the market. The company negotiated the 
distribution of CBS Television Network and Disney-ABC Television Group 
series in September 2008, ensuring the rights to TV programs such as CSI: 
(2000-2015), NCIS (2003-—), Desperate Housewives (2004-2012), and Lost 
(2004—2010). The following month, a licensing agreement with premium 
cable channel Starz helped reduce the distribution window of Walt Disney 
Studios and Sony Pictures films from nine years to just six months.1® 
Exclusive agreements with production companies such as Relativity Media, 
Open Roads, and New Image helped prevent the content from going to 
competitors such as HBO and Showtime. Two years later, in a nearly $2 
billion bet, Netflix struck a deal directly with three major Hollywood 
studios: Paramount Pictures, Lionsgate, and MGM.1Z 


The most important position taken by Sarandos, however, was the 
investment in a television content distribution window a year after the 


season originally aired, or the season-after model. Unlike the day-after 
episodes available on iTunes and traditional syndication agreements, which 
are generally negotiated after five full seasons, the season-after model 
created a distribution alternative for broadcast and cable. According to 
Sarandos, 


[cable channels] can’t really syndicate their shows to other cable 
channels, and most of the content is so serialized that it’s difficult to 
syndicate at all. We secured exclusive rights to Mad Men [2007-2015] 
partially because we outbid everybody else, but mostly because nobody 
else wanted it. Because we can get more viewing for that show than 
anyone else, we can pay more for it than anyone else.® 


The available options of such content, however, are restricted. According to 
Sarandos, highly serialized offerings like Mad Men, Breaking Bad (2008— 
2013), and Sons of Anarchy (2008-2014), which draw new subscribers to 
Netflix, are not among the main investments of broadcast networks, mainly 
because they are as expensive as they are serialized, and therefore and 
perceived to be difficult to monetize. Meanwhile, pay cable channels such as 
HBO and Showtime have responded by developing their own subscription 
streaming services and resisting negotiations with Netflix—a company 
whose investment in original series almost immediately paid dividends. As 
Sarandos noted, 


Ultimately, we want to produce original content, because it’s time we 
have more control over the shows that matter the most to our 
customers. We’ve really come to appreciate the value serialized shows 
provide. So many people watch them and love them. Our data supports 
the trend, and that’s why you see such an explicit investment in 
television on Netflix. We’ve been able to grow the audience for 
serialized content by recognizing their behavior and securing more and 


more highly serialized, well-produced, one-hour dramas.12 


After an experimental co-production with the Norwegian broadcasting 
network NRK1 for the creation of the mobster dramedy Lilyhammer (2012— 
2014), Netflix’s first major solo investment in original programming was the 
ambitious political drama House of Cards (2013-—). Sarandos took on the risk 
of betting over $100 million for a two-season order, a bold but strategic plan 


in order to profit the symbolic capital Netflix needed to enter the field of 
television series production. In an interview with The Hollywood Reporter, 
Hastings said, “If we were to get into original programming and it didn’t 
work out, I didn’t want it to be because we didn’t try hard enough or we 
weren’t ambitious enough.... I wanted to know that if it didn’t work, it was 
because it was a bad idea.”22 The consecration instances proved that it was 
not a bad idea: produced by and starring Kevin Spacey and written by Beau 
Willimon, the remake of the 1990s BBC political drama received strong 
reviews and was awarded the first major Primetime Emmy win for an online 
television series, given to director David Fincher for the first episode. The 
series also helped increase Netflix’s subscriber base by more than two 
million in the first quarter of 2013.%4 


However, it was with Arrested Development that Netflix made its highest 
profile investment of the 2013 releases—which also included the successful 
dramedy Orange Is the New Black (2013-—), the comedy Derek (2012-2014), 
and the horror thriller series Hemlock Grove (2013-2015). Fans of Arrested 
Development anticipated the series’ reboot since its cancellation in 2006, 
especially since the original finale indicated the creative team’s desire to 
return to the Bluth family story. Hurwitz explained the project’s transition— 
initially planned as a film—during the series’ hiatus: 


When the show was canceled, I knew I wanted to do more.... At the 
time, Ron [Howard] didn’t think it was a movie, and he was right. 
When you get a show canceled, it’s hard to imagine how you’re going 
to get a movie studio to put money into it. It was really a successful, 
sneaky thing to have Ron say at the end of the show that maybe it was a 
movie. That was more of an accident, but I really wanted to make it as a 
movie at that point.... [Howard] wasn’t really on board, but then a 
couple of years later it started snowballing, and he did start to think it 
might be a movie. By then, I was doing a number of things, and it was 
too time-consuming to do it. It wasn’t until December of 2011 that I 
started to really work out the movie. I realized, “Wow, it almost calls 
for a new form.”24 


At Netflix, the interest in reviving the series was based on the data collected 
by the taste-based algorithm technology developed by the company to track 
subscribers’ viewing habits. Such technology is a major investment for the 


company and one of the streaming platform’s strongest features, responsible 
for creating a consumption flow for its subscribers homologous to that of 
traditional television programming. As Cindy Holland, Netflix Vice 
President of Original Programming, noted, “[Reviving] Arrested 
Development made sense for us because the show was a cult favorite and 
we’ ve had for a number of years and knew how many new fans were being 
created through our service.”*2 For Sarandos, Netflix was in a prime 
position, technologically, to help a series such as Arrested Development to 
find—or rediscover—its audience: 


Arrested Development is unique. If all the technology that’s in place 
today were around when Arrested came out, it probably would have 
been a huge hit. Remember, the show was canceled the same year that 
we Started streaming. Prior to that, the notion of catching up on a show 
didn’t really exist. For us to consider [reviving a series], it needs to be 
more than a great show for the people who love it. We need to try and 


find a bigger audience for it for the economics to make sense.*4 


In its partnership with Hurwitz and his team, Netflix benefited from the 
creative power and innovation capacity of the series’ producers, which 
explored the possibility of streaming the full season at once in the design of 
the fourth season. As Holland noted about Netflix’s approach to creative 
development, “We’re buying their vision, not ours. Part of the conversation 
early on is thinking about it as a 13-hour movie. We don’t need recaps. We 
don’t need cliffhangers at the end. You can write differently knowing that in 
all likelihood the next episode is going to be viewed right away.” 


The successful partnership for Arrested Development’s reboot years after its 
cancellation arose from such confluence of interests, a harmonic encounter 
between the plan idealized by Hurwitz to bring back the series—and to 
expand the innovative characteristic of its language and storytelling—and 
Netflix’s commercial and artistic ambitions to rise within the television 
industry. The alignment between creative energy and strategic management 
produces one of the more notable examples of narrative experimentation in 
contemporary television, evidenced by highly fragmented, complex 
storytelling and a puzzle-like design of the episodic narrative. However, 
such innovation and experimentation were already present in Arrested 
Development’s original run, though to a lesser extent—with the 


interconnection of multiple plots and storylines, the juxtaposition of various 
layers of jokes (both visually and narratively), and the use of foreshadowing 
to offer clues about upcoming narrative turns. To understand how the fourth 
season’s storytelling is radically structured, we need to first understand how 
these elements came to be and were already present in the series during 
earlier episodes, and how they helped to define Arrested Development’s 
narrative and aesthetic style. 


“Now the story of a wealthy family who lost everything”: How Arrested 
Development Came to Be 


By the late 1990s, Howard’s involvement in two very different creative 
projects inspired his thinking about the possibility of a new sitcom aesthetic. 
First, he directed EdTV (1999), a film about an ordinary guy, video store 
clerk Ed (Matthew McConaughey), who agrees to have a camera crew 
following him around for a live, real-time reality TV channel. As the 
director, Howard led the creative team toward an experimental exercise with 
the documentary aesthetic and production style of reality television, a key 
decision that would later influence Howard and producing partner Grazer’s 
approach in defining Arrested Development’s own comedic language. 


The second important experience at the time was POP.com, a web 
partnership between Howard’s Imagine Entertainment and Steven 
Spielberg’s DreamWorks. The platform offered free short form videos, 
ranging from one to six minutes, from a variety of genres, but with a 
particular focus on comedy. With funding from Microsoft co-founder Paul 
Allen, the project purported to explore web features available at the time, 
including chat and a content upload option for users; this is a similar 
structure to what would later become YouTube. Although the company 
was headlined by notable names in the film and technology industries, 
POP.com did not survive the dotcom bubble in the early 2000s. Despite this 
failure, the project strengthened Howard’s belief that it was possible to 
create a more dynamic, spontaneous visual style, or a “lower cost sort of 
television, that could be produced, that would utilize a new kind of visual 
vocabulary that was coming out of reality television and docu TV.”2® 


In 2002, with EdTV and POP.com in mind, Howard and Grazer collaborated 
with then-president of Imagine Entertainment Nevins to create a sitcom that 
would explore this new visual grammar—in a quick and affordable 
production environment. Their planned approach would also eliminate some 
of the most time-consuming stages of the shooting process—such as filming 
the performance in the presence of an studio audience—in exchange for a 
fast-paced, improvised, and self-referential comedic style. According to 
Nevins, “The intent by Ron, who spent half his life in multiple-camera 
comedy and half his life as a single-camera director, was to marry the best of 
both worlds.”22 Nevins played a key role in bringing together the creative 
talent behind Arrested Development. During the 1990s, Nevins worked as a 
producer at NBC and, among other things, oversaw the development of 
Everything’s Relative (1999), a failed sitcom developed by Hurwitz. The 
sitcom portrayed a family’s dysfunctional relationship and, although it was 
canceled after only five episodes, made enough of an impression on Nevins 
that he believed Hurwitz to be the voice of a new kind of comedy.8 


With Arrested Development, Hurwitz was very meticulous with the scripts, 
rewriting the jokes until the last minute. The writing staff regularly visited 
the set, so that adjustments could be made while shooting with the actors. 
According to Hurwitz, the goal in writing and refining as many jokes as 
possible was to ensure the sitcom’s realistic style. Such a production process 
resulted in a densely packed sitcom, with multiple layers of comedy and 
many set-ups, callbacks, foreshadowing, and complex intertwined narrative 
threads—characteristics that rewarded re-watching. In addressing such 
practice as a self-controlled and structured action, Jason Mittell identifies 
three main aspects: the analytical re-watching, the aesthetic reappraisal, and 
the social experience. Combined, these aspects produce a more global 
phenomenon known as “the ludic experience.”22 About the analytical 
motivation, Mittell says the goal is primarily the close observation of the 
structure, engineering, poetic, and even the plot presented by the narrative. 
Creative works such as Arrested Development, for example, enable 
hermeneutic analysis of its episodes, since they encourage an “operational 
aesthetic of marveling at a show’s complex storytelling mechanics alongside 
the forward drive of the plot.”22 


The content’s aesthetic reappraisal is a personal motivation to revisit 
episodes that trigger specific emotional responses, while the social 
experience includes the expectation and the analysis of the reactions of 
newly arrived viewers. Finally, the ludic experience refers to a form of play: 
“Solving puzzles, seeking patterns, embracing the thrill of discovery, 
managing our emotional investments, and vicariously experiencing the text 
through other’s eyes. We re-watch as participants in the game, seeking new 
victories or challenges within the text and our social experiences of media 
viewing.”2+ Mittell also points out that, in comedy series, narrative 
complexity tends to renew the genres’ conventions and to subvert the 
relationship between multiple plots, creating a tangle of stories that will 
often intersect or collide.22 Mittell mentions Seinfeld (1989-1998), one of 
the main references when talking about sitcoms, in which the episodes 
usually started with four independent threads (one for each of the 
protagonists) that, throughout the story, would come across each other with 
unlikely repercussions. According to Mittell, Arrested Development 
enhanced such technique, with coinciding threads intertwined in a manner so 
complex that the serial narrative became an elaborate set of inside jokes: 


[Arrested Development] expands the number of coinciding plots per 
episode, with often six or more story lines bouncing off one another, 
resulting in unlikely coincidences, twists, and ironic repercussions, 
some of which may not become evident until subsequent episodes or 
seasons. While this mode of comedic narrative is often quite amusing 
on its own terms, it does suggest a particular set of pleasures for 
viewers, one that is relatively unavailable in conventional television 
narrative.22 


Regarding Howard’s original vision of a visual grammar, Arrested 
Development’s style approaches the aesthetics of the cinéma vérité 
observational documentary—something of a “comedy verité” style.24 
Although the series does not explicitly fall within the category of 
mockumentary television comedies such as The Office (2001-2003; 2005- 
2013), Modern Family (2009-), and Parks and Recreation (2009-2015), it 
does employ similar techniques, including the use of handheld camera 
aesthetics and “archival footage, surveillance cameras, old photographs, and 
newspaper covers to corroborate or deny the characters’ statements.”22 The 


observational aesthetic in Arrested Development also makes it easy to hide 
visual references and gags in the scenes’ composition. According to 
Christian Pelegrini, such elements are also a cognitive challenge for the 
viewer, since the dynamic pace of the episodes, with quick cuts and fast 
dialog, requires a lot of attention. Viewers must keep up with events in the 
foreground, but technologies like the DVD, DVRs, and Netflix encourage 
additional consumption to catch self-referential jokes in the background of 
many scenes.2© The narrative and aesthetic strategies explored by Arrested 
Development display that the cognitive challenge proposed to the audience 
was already present in the series’ original run at Fox. Such elements have 
been exacerbated and radicalized in the fourth season at Netflix, as we will 
observe next. 


“Keep those balls in the air!” The Fragmentation of Arrested 
Development’s Narrative Structure at Netflix 


As we have argued in this essay, the narrative of Arrested Development’s 
fourth season is remarkably different from the way the story was told 
throughout the first three years of the series, on Fox. Three main aspects 
were found where it is possible to observe the changes employed in Netflix’s 
episodes, which are explored in detail below. The aspects are: (1) the 
elevation of the other eight members of the Bluth family to the condition of 
leading character of their own episodes, as opposed to Michael’s role as the 
protagonist in previous seasons; (2) the circular temporal structure of the 
narrative discourse; and (3) the shifting balance between individual episodic 
arcs, focused on each of the nine main characters, and a larger 
multiperspectivist serial narration throughout the season. Generally, all three 
aspects identified in the narration of the fourth season relate to an important 
logistics issue regarding Arrested Development’s continuation seven years 
after its cancellation. 


With an ensemble of nine actors, all committed to other film and television 
projects, it quickly became a challenge to bring the full cast back together 
for an eight-month shooting schedule. According to Hurwitz, this limitation 
inspired the fourth season’s anthological format, with the promotion of all 


members of the Bluth family to lead character within the context of 
individual episodes.22Although nominal lead Michael remains prominent in 
the plot—he is the only character to appear in all 15 season four episodes— 
his attempts to keep the dysfunctional Bluth family together are gone, 
shifting him into an emotionally codependent father and absentee, resentful 
brother and son. He has become, in many respects, a man anxious to stay far 
away from his family. Without Michael’s centering presence, the Bluths 
follow relatively independent paths over the following years (as revealed in 
their respective episodes throughout season four). 


Indeed, the opening credits clearly emphasize the newly shared focus of the 
series among all lead characters. The original title sequence referred to 
Michael as “the one son who had no choice but to keep them all together,” 
before introducing the series: “it’s Arrested Development.” Meanwhile, the 
new credits directly highlight the character who stars at the center of the 
episode. For instance, Lindsay’s (Portia de Rossi) episodes are introduced as 
“Now the story of a family whose future was abruptly cancelled, and the one 
daughter who had no choice but to keep herself together. It’s Lindsay’s 
Arrested Development.” 


The following chart shows how the main characters are distributed 
throughout season four episodes (all 2013). Michael, George Sr. (Jeffrey 
Tambor), Lindsay, Tobias (David Cross), Gob (Will Arnett), and George 
Michael (Michael Cera) take leading roles in two episodes each along the 
season, while Lucille (Jessica Walter), Maeby, and Buster (Tony Hale) only 
star in their own episodes once each. 


Episode Title Lead Character 


1 “Flight of the Phoenix” Michael 
p) “Borderline Personalities” George Sr. 
3 “Indian Takers” Lindsay 
4 “The B. Team” Michael 
5 “A New Start” Tobias 
6 “Double Crossers” George Sr. 
7 “Colony Collapse” Gob 
8 “Red Hairing” Lindsay 
9 “Smashed” Tobias 
10 “Queen B.” Lucille 
11 “A New Attitude” Gob 
12 “Senioritis” Maeby 
13 “It Gets Better” George Michael 
14 “Off the Hook” Buster 
15 “Blockheads” George Michael 


In addition to the opening credits, the series’ title track plays minor musical 
signatures with specific instruments for each character. A guitar, for 
example, plays George Sr.’s musical signature, while Tobias’s instruments is 
a saxophone. 


The idea of an anthology series was Hurwitz and his team’s solution to 
developing interesting stories for all characters, despite the cast’s limitations 
with an extended shooting schedule. Season four episodes adopt a 
character’s individual perspective for the duration of six of the seven years 
that Arrested Development was cancelled, in a game of temporal back-and- 
forth in which the complexity is enhanced by Netflix’s content distribution 
model. Talking about the challenge of putting together such an elaborate, 
fragmented storytelling format, Hurwitz notes, 


I would say that in its purest form, a new medium requires a new 
format. You can’t do in a short story what you could do for a novel, in a 
novel. You can’t do in a haiku what you would do in a long-form poem. 


In a perfect world, we would be making something that could be only 
on Netflix, just like in years prior, you could make something that could 
only be on HBO. 


Hurwitz claims that the company’s incentive for creativity was essential in 
finding the tone and style that shaped season four’s episodes and structure. 
Netflix’s prioritizing of the experimental characteristics of a sitcom like 
Arrested Development made Hurwitz’s vision for a fragmented and 
decentralized season possible. As he notes, 


Netflix is a very interesting company. These guys are really 
experimental, fresh thinkers.... I’ve never had a working relationship 
like I have with them. I developed a lot of the design of this show with 
them. That conversation was about, “What are your needs? What are 
you looking for? Will this work for you guys? Will a show work where 
you’ve got one episode per character?” They really were a creative 
partner. They wanted the next progression of Arrested Development and 
helped me find it, as opposed to telling me how to do it.22 


Hurwitz also admits Netflix’s content distribution system, with the full 
season’s simultaneous release, influenced his storytelling approach to season 
four: “it’s not the same kind of storytelling I think I would have told had the 
episodes been released through another distributor.”“2 


Minding the actors schedule and the season’s anthological structure, 
Netflix’s episodes only had all nine actors together for two days of shooting, 
which correspond to the only two scenes were the cast is completely 
reassembled in the same place. The scenes are: (1) after the third season 
finale, when Lucille is arrested, and both the Bluths and their victims aboard 
the Queen Mary are taken to the Harbormaster’s Lodge; and (2) at the 
gathering at the Balboa Towers penthouse, during George Michael’s college 
farewell party before Lucille’s trial. 


The cast’s limited shared screen time is enhanced by the dispersion of scene 
fragments across multiple episodes throughout the season, punctuated by 
editing and framing techniques that highlight some characters while 
obscuring or concealing others. An example with Tobias happens in the 
scene at the Coast Guard’s Harbormaster’s Lodge. In “Borderline 


Personalities,” George Sr. and Lucille talk about the matriarch’s alibi for 
sailing off with the ship. In the background, we can see Tobias and Lindsay 
talking, and Tobias twirls while apparently singing. In the next episode, 
“Indian Takers,” we witness the scene from Lindsay’s perspective and find 
out that Tobias was, in fact, singing: “Oh, is that a gal I see / No, it’s just a 
fallacy,” with a pun with the expression “phallus, see.” The scene reappears 
in the Tobias-centric episode, “A New Start,” where his singing can be heard 
in the background of another scene—this one featuring a depressed Gob— 
from “Colony Collapse.” Finally, we see the gag once again through Maeby 
and George Michael’s perspective in “Senioritis,” as Maeby tries to get 
attention from her parents by pretending to be dead. 


Such an approach, in which necessary information and scene fragments are 
severed and subsequently placed into multiple episodes, is the foundation of 
our analysis of the season’s circular narrative structure. In the episodes 
produced for Netflix, the series’ diegetic time structure sets aside the 
primarily chronological way in which the events are portrayed, as it did in 
the first three seasons, to embrace a centripetal narrative dynamic, a kind of 
timelessness where the narrative’s chronology lapses back and forth at key 
moments over the episodes. Take for example both the start and end point of 
the chronological narrative of the fourth season. The story starts immediately 
after the original series finale, set in 2006, when Lucille tries to escape the 
police charges against her by fleeting aboard the Queen Mary, and follows 
each of the characters until the “Cinco de Cuatro” celebration in May 2012, 
covering a period of six of the seven years between the series’ cancellation 
and reboot. However, the events unfolding in both those scenes are dispersed 
over 13 of the 15 episodes that make up the series’ fourth season, and both 
the starting and the ending point of the chronological narrative are presented 
in the season premiere, “Flight of the Phoenix.” 


The Cinco de Cuatro’s celebration is the first scene of Arrested 
Development’s season four, displaying an inebriated Michael about to offer 
sexual favors to Lucille Austero (Liza Minnelli) in order to pay a $700 
million loan he cannot afford. However, the story’s chronological starting 
point—Lucille Bluth’s arrest on the Queen Mary—is only mentioned 
halfway through the episode, in a flashback covering “The Great Dark 
Period” in which the series was not aired. The encounters between the main 
characters at the Coast Guard’s Harbormaster’s Lodge are portrayed in seven 


other episodes of the season, always offering new information about the plot, 
while the Mexican celebration’s fateful night, in which the stories of all 
members of the Bluth family culminate, is shown in eight other episodes. 
The following chart illustrates the distribution of each of the scenes’ 
fragments throughout the season’s 15 episodes. The first column, “Scenes,” 
indicates where the dramatic situation takes place, while the remaining 
columns refer to the each of the season’s episodes. Gray indications 
represent how many times each of the scenes appeared throughout the 
season. 
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The returning movements to events already portrayed in previous episodes 
are a specific trait of Arrested Development’s fourth season temporal 
structure and indicate a kind of time experience simultaneity for the series’ 
circular diegetic chronology. Writing of Michael’s opening scene in “Flight 
of the Phoenix,” Jaime Nicolas points out: 


This first scene will be, for the audience, a beginning, a past, compared 
with the rest of the character’s story, it will be a future for Michael’s 
character—since this is the end of his narrative arc—and, finally, it will 
be a simultaneous present to the other characters that we will see 
encountering each other at the same celebration in their respective 
episodes.4! 


The fourth season’s chronology enabled Hurwitz to experiment with a 
puzzle-like design of the narrative. For example, in the scene at the Balboa 
Towers penthouse, three months after the Queen Mary is capsized, Michael 
talks to his parents, George Sr. and Lucille, and their lawyer, Barry 
Zuckerkorn (Henry Winkler), about the upcoming trial of the family’s 
matriarch (“Flight of the Phoenix”). What initially appears to be a 
conversation among Michael, George Sr. and Lucille (with a quick 
appearance from Buster) is later revealed to also include Gob (“Borderline 


Personalities”), Lindsay and Tobias (“Indian Takers”), Gob’s fiancée, Ann 
Veal (Mae Whitman) (“Colony Collapse”), Maeby (“Seforitis”), and, finally, 
George Michael (“It Gets Better”)—as it turns out, the gathering is actually 
George Michael’s send-off party for college. 


This example illustrates another way in which season four of Arrested 
Development differentiates itself from the first three seasons: the shifting 
balance between individual episodic arcs, focused on each of the nine main 
characters, and a larger multiperspectivist serial narration. Such construction 
gradually explores the viewpoints and influence of each character to the 
overall narrative, adding new layers of meaning (and jokes) with every new 
episode, while clarifying the role of each character to the development of the 
story. Critic Matt Zoller Seitz emphasizes the importance of Netflix’s 
distribution model while talking about Arrested Development’s fourth 
season. 


Season four plays like a collection of parallel yet interwoven short 
stories that, when watched in succession, keep revealing new bits of 
comic business.... When critics write that the streaming model of 
scripted TV offers new creative opportunities for writers, it’s this kind 
of storytelling that they’re talking about: a comic epic made of 
intricately crafted mosaic tiles that reveal a big picture as you binge- 
watch. 


The night of events at the Century Plaza Hotel, for example, illustrates 
episodic developments for each of the characters present, while, at the same 
time, contributing to the season’s serial arc. At the time in question, George 
Sr. attends the rally of politician Herbert Love (Terry Crews) to ask for 
support to build a wall between the United States and Mexico—thus 
ensuring that the land he purchased at the border is still valuable (“Double 
Crossers”). George Sr.’s older son, Gob, on the other hand, is waiting for the 
baby-faced pop star Mark Cherry (Daniel Amerman) at the Opie Awards, a 
ceremony that honors young talents from the film and television industries, 
when he finds out his nemesis, Tony Wonder (Ben Stiller), is doing a magic 
act at Schnoodle’s launch party (“Colony Collapse”). While trying to 
sabotage Tony’s act, Gob accidentally ends up locking Lindsay’s boyfriend, 
Marky Bark (Chris Diamantopoulos), inside the podium where Herbert was 
going to make his rally’s speech, effectively ruining the couple’s peaceful 


protest. The magician’s sister, in turn, takes interest in Love and leaves her 
boyfriend to become the politician’s mistress (“Red Hairing”). 


Maeby and George Michael are also there, since Maeby is the recipient of 
the Lifetime Achievement Opie Award for her work as a producer at 
Tantamount Studios. Disappointed to find out that the Lifetime Achievement 
Opie is only awarded to people whose careers have died, Maeby announces, 
in her speech, that she is launching an Internet company called Fakeblock, 
an alleged privacy software George Michael claims to be developing. 
Maeby, however, does not want their family ties to become public, which in 
turn leads George Michael to present himself to actress Rebel Alley (Isla 
Fisher) as George Maharis (“Senioritis”), whose reputation of a Mark 
Zuckerberg—type of unpretentious internet entrepreneur quickly gains fame 
(“It Gets Better”). 


Amidst the character’s individual developments, significant pieces from the 
season’s Serial arc are also defined: George Sr. influences Herbert to position 
himself in favor of building the wall between the United States and Mexico, 
an important point for the Bluths’ financial situation over the fourth season. 
The politician, on the other hand, gets closer to George Sr.’s daughter, and 
the couple’s affair eventually leads to Lindsay’s political rise after a 
rebellion of sorts on the evening of Cinco de Cuatro. This, in turn, results in 
a Hillary Clinton—like Lindsay running for U.S. Congress in Love’s place; 
finally, Meaby and George Michael’s appearance at the Opies is also a key 
plot point, one that revolves around George Michael’s company, Fakeblock, 
and the George Maharis identity, who ends up becoming Rebel’s boyfriend; 
in fact, the actress is dating another man, George Michael’s father, Michael, 
in what is one of the fourth season’s main conflicts. 


The fundamental changes in Arrested Development’s narrative structure and 
Netflix’s content distribution model encourage specific consumption 
practices and cognitive demands to fully appreciate the episodes. The act of 
re-watching is reinforced in order of a more complete understanding of the 
storylines, since such process requires a high ability to recall and reorganize 
the previous episodes’ events. 


Addressing the type of comic construction explored in Arrested 
Development’s fourth season episodes, Jaime Costa Nicolas talks about an 


“ergodic gag,” making reference to Espen Aarseth’s electronic literature 
studies, to describe a kind of narrative in which the reader needs to perform 
a physical effort to build the text’s meaning—ergodic comes from the Greek 
words ergon (work) and hodos (path).*2 Nicolas uses the term ergodic gag to 
reference 


situations / planes that separately mean nothing but together they create 
a comic situation and, therefore, they require a conscious editing 
process different from that offered by fiction. These grafts which 
originate comedy are gone and it will be our task to find them in 
another scene from these 15 episodes. The viewer, therefore, must go 
through a learning process of all the situations that make up the season 
to be able to connect both dots. The punch happens between the 


screen’s image and the viewer’s imagination.“ 


Once again, there is a highlight to the viewing possibilities offered by 
Netflix’s distribution model: at the streaming platform, subscribers can 
watch all episodes back to back, pause, rewind, leave an episode and look 
for a piece of information in another segment, revisit past episodes or scenes, 
explore future episodes’ excerpts, and so on, in a temporality suspension and 
simultaneity exercise similar to the narrative structure developed by Hurwitz 
and the series’ writing staff. 


Conclusion 


In “The B Team,” in a kindness gesture to help his son Michael, love-struck 
by an actress he just met and knows nothing about, George Sr. offers to sign 
the release form for the movie based on the Bluth family. What appears to be 
a surprisingly loving moment between father and son turns out to be an 
intricate favor exchange between the two characters, slowly revealed each 
time we revisit the scene on the following episodes—“Double Crossers,” 
“Red Hairing,” and “Queen B.” 


What Arrested Development’s narrator refers to as “the four-favor family 
pact” is actually an elaborate gag sustained by the circular narrative structure 


of the series’ fourth season, which reframes the meaning of diegetic past 
events to contextualize situations shown in the narrative chronological future 
—a kind of continuous present permanently built in the characters’ 
simultaneous trajectory. Such narrative structure is possible because the 
agents involved in series development creatively explored the possibilities 
offered by both Netflix’s strategic management and its technological 
platform. Netflix’s executives were aware of its need to associate with the 
artistic ambitions of a showrunner in order to position itself in a new 
competitive scenario amongst American production and distribution 
companies. 


In this essay, Bourdieu’s theoretical repertoire allowed us to comprehend the 
relationship between the specific narrative structure of Arrested 
Development’s fourth season episodes and Netflix’s interest in changing its 
position within the television industry. This perspective sheds light on the 
social agents’ decisions importance in both scenarios, because theirs is the 
ability to comprehend and evaluate the specific historical dynamics in the 
field of television series production. 


It is also important to highlight the skills, wits, and insights of social agents 
such as Ron Howard, Brian Grazer, David Nevins, Ted Sarandos, and Mitch 
Hurwitz, in their ability to understand the opportunities and conditions, both 
creative and marketwise, available at the time in the field of television 
production. These agents’ actions and strategies, when striving for dominant 
positions within the field, are important to analyze in order to comprehend 
the logical principles that rule this particular social space of dispute and 
partnership, competitiveness and collaboration, where the power to define 
and legitimize what constitutes quality and distinction is constantly 
negotiated amongst the social agents and institutions. The decisions 
undertaken by these experienced creators and producers, associated with 
Netflix’s bold business perspective in this market, are essential in 
understanding not only Arrested Development’s poetic and aesthetic 
innovations, but also the promising current moment within the competitive 
dynamics of the field of television series production. 
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Circulating The Square 


Digital Distribution as (Potential) Activism 


JAMES N. GILMORE 


Washington may be in an advanced state of moral decay, thanks to us 
Americans mostly disengaging from civic life. But ordinary Egyptians 
are in a State of total & complete civic engagement. what [sic] they are 
doing should be an inspiration to all of us here, who are increasingly 
feeling defeated by the nexus of money, power, and corruption that is 
slowly corroding the core of America. 


—Anonymous review of The Square (2014) 


The early stages of many protest movements of 2011—including the 
Egyptian Revolution, the Arab Spring, and Occupy Wall Street—were 
predicated on digital media access and the ability to disseminate and 
circulate various calls to action. As Tim Markham notes, “Facebook was 
particularly popular in the Tunisian uprising, Twitter was the medium of 
choice in an already well-established culture of blogging in Egypt, while 
online the civil war in Syria is largely being played out on YouTube.” 
Social media was integral in creating communities and organizing protests. 
These users set dates and places for physical communal engagement as well 
as spread the rhetoric of their social action across global virtual space. 
These social movements immediately—and increasingly—became the 
subject of popular histories and academic studies that, to varying degrees, 
detail how digital media fosters political revolution as well as how civic 
engagement operates in conjunction with the ideals of participatory culture. 
Much as how Twitter helped organize protests, it also played a role “as a 
bridge between Egypt and outside communities.” 


This essay attends to the mediated afterlife of these revolutions in 
documentary images, arguing that the digital circulation of political 
documentaries in on-demand media spaces such as Netflix is crucial for 
continuing to emphasize social media’s potential to incite social action. 
Precisely, I am interested in the documentary The Square, directed by 
Jehane Noujaim, which was partly crowd-funded, premiered at the 2013 
Sundance Film Festival, and was subsequently acquired and distributed 
exclusively through streaming media platform Netflix in early 2014.2 As 
the first political documentary acquired exclusively by Netflix—which 
heretofore had largely dealt in original series programming and acquisition 
of older, previously released media—for a streaming release, the 
documentary’s distribution site and method of circulation became as much a 
story as its images of political revolt. The film’s 2014 Academy Award 
nomination for Best Documentary Feature lent it a sense of cultural capital 
that, coupled with its discursive position as a major step forward in 
Netflix’s plans to acquire and disseminate exclusive content, frames it as an 
important component of current political documentary distribution. Apart 
from how it both represents political revolution and reflects the 
corporations that digitally shepherd documentaries to subscribers, The 
Square must also be understood in terms of how it is both about and 
reflective of broader dynamics of media spreadability. 


Political documentaries made about these movements and distributed 
through these sites espouse democratic ideals in that they circumvent the 
structures of theatrical distribution to ideally reach wider audiences, but 
these implications are far more complicated when analyzed through 
problems of media circulation, such as geoblocking. As Netflix begins to 
acquire an increasing number of social and political documentaries, its site 
will simultaneously become a mobile archive of cultural, historical, and 
social representations. Along similar lines, W.J.T. Mitchell has argued 
archives are not only physical institutions; they are increasingly online 
discursive channels where “the shaping of perceptions of history ... is 
immediately represented in audio-visual-textual images transmitted 
globally.”4 Considering that Netflix now accounts “for 34.2% of all 
downstream usage during primetime hours” in North America, we must 
speculate not only on what its rampant consumption means for reshaping 
film and television into what Chuck Tryon calls “on-demand culture,” but 


also what is to be gained from all of this consumption, especially as Netflix 
positions part of its output as a boutique documentary distributor.2 Our 
research questions must focus on who accesses the site, why viewers 
engage particular texts, what they derive from consumption, and the 
sociopolitical implications of on-demand culture.® More than promoting 
certain forms of consumption, analyses of Netflix must consider the 
political potential of this platform for raising awareness and education 
about many key global social issues. 


This essay considers how this mode of media distribution and circulation 
both represents and imagines certain forms of civic engagement. The 
Square’s history of the Tahrir Square protests capitalizes on multiple 
hallmarks of participatory culture’s shift towards do-it-yourself (DIY) or 
democratized media production, as outlined most notably by Henry Jenkins, 
who suggests participatory culture has engendered less “changes in 
institutions or laws, which are the focus of traditional political science, but 
more ... changes in communications systems and cultural norms,” most 
notably in the practices of popular culture.2 I argue that the dissemination of 
political documentary content through Netflix highlights the political 
potential of media spreadability, and the need to continually regard the 
politicization of media circulation and social media. The act of viewing and 
discussing The Square is, in this analysis, part of ongoing global 
conversations occurring across digital technologies and through grassroots 
media efforts to contest social and political inequalities. Media objects like 
The Square are partly mimetic calls to action and partly consciousness- 
raising projects that link locally situated social movements into a globally 
fluid network of media dissemination, consumption, and activism. 


This essay proceeds first by discussing some of the spatial stakes of social 
media use in relationship to activism in general and the 2011 social 
movements in particular as well as the evolving place of political thought in 
literature on participatory culture, before turning back to The Square to 
analyze its aesthetic and its reception. Ultimately, I argue that studies of 
participatory and on-demand culture can learn significantly from each other 
in terms of how media circulation services such as Netflix can further the 
political potential of documentaries through their ubiquitous mobility. 


Bridging Online/Offline Space 


The social movements of 2011 have already inspired a number of studies 
that have emphasized, in varying degrees, the role of social media use in 
facilitating and organization physical protests against the state and its 
policies.® Importantly, the fact of social media is not enough in discussing 
these movements. Mark Warschauer argues, “What is most important about 
ICT (information and communication technology) is not so much the 
availability of the computing device or the Internet line, but rather people’s 
ability to make use of that device and line to engage in meaningful social 
practices.”2 Much like the mere existence of Twitter in Egypt is not enough 
to create social action, neither is the existence of The Square on Netflix 
evidence of its importance for continuing projects of social engagement or 
for raising consciousness about the events in Egypt. Rather, attention must 
be paid to the text, its circumstances of distribution, and the way users 
imagine use value for their media consumption. Following Joel Penney and 
Caroline Dadas’s analysis of Twitter use in Occupy Wall Street, which aims 
to discover “how people are using language to construct new social and 
political realities, and how they are incorporating social media technologies 
into that process,” this essay considers how Netflix fits into the imagination 
of social and political realities, and how its standard modes of consumption 
could foster social action.12 


Jan van Dijk similarly takes aim at those who suggest that access to 
technology alone is able to operate as a corrective to social problems. Van 
Dijk importantly thinks about media access in terms of spatial relations, 
arguing, “not having access to online environments increasingly also means 
absolute exclusion from particular offline environments and from a number 
of social, economic, and cultural opportunities.” In this kind of spatial 
access, communities formed online can translate into socially and 
politically beneficial “offline environments”—what might be understood as 
a digital grassroots activism working to bridge different kinds of spaces. As 
Manuel Castells argues, “There is no question that the original spaces of 
resistance were formed on the Internet” as a way to mitigate against the 


difficulties of “traditional forms of protest.”!4 Digital spaces afford a place 
for protestors to find groups and to discuss their aims and tactics before 
proceeding into physical space. These models echo Henri Lefebvre’s 
famous contention that “(social) space is a (social) product,” that part of 
how we collectively apprehend space is through the social relationships 
acting upon any given site—so too did the social connections of Twitter and 
Facebook mesh with and transform the sociopolitical potential of Tahrir 


Square.3 


In Egypt, those who responded to the digital calls for participation were 
overwhelmingly young, “for whom social networks and mobile phones 
were a central part of their way of life,” prompting recognizable age 
disparities between those who can not only access but actively use social 
networks efficiently.4 Paolo Gerbaudo reads the spatial differences 
between social media and protest camps as rethinking how we imagine the 
space of activism and revolution. Here, social media participate in a 
“choreography of assembly” designed “to sustain their coming together in 
public space.”/© Again, social networks bridge divides between “virtual” 
(or online) and “real” (or public) space. They form a directive that creates 
methods of behavior and modes of being that can translate into densely 
packed protest camps that rewrite public space in the name of ideological 
revolution. 


That is to say, the 2011 social movements—and their subsequent 
representations—create a new form of “MediaSpace,” Nick Couldry and 
Anna McCarthy’s dialectical term “encompassing both the kinds of spaces 
created by media, and the effects that existing spatial arrangements have on 
media forms as they materialize in everyday life.”“ Utilizing this concept 
suggests that, as much as social media movements have instigated political 
protests in physical spaces, so too has the everyday circulation and 
consumption of media representations through Netflix added another level 
to the kinds of spatial imaginaries we might construct. Manuel Castells 
further adds to this discussion of what “space” means in this context. In 
discussing public spaces that have been co-opted by revolutionary bodies, 
he asserts, “Occupied spaces are not meaningless: they are usually charged 
with the symbolic power of invading sites of state power.”42 Where van 
Dijk partly suggests analyzing digital media access through how online 


participation translates into or inhibits participation in offline spaces, 
Castells complementarily notes that the very ability to occupy a space, and 
to do so through online social organization, turns Internet users into 
producers of media messages capable of inventing new ways of everyday 
being./2 This conjures images of media spreadability—or media’s ability to 
circulate in a number of different ways in digital space. The ability of media 
to flow across space means that public and online spaces become 
increasingly interrelated, such that activism “extends from the space of 
places to the space of flows.”22 


This space of flows is important, and as Philip N. Howard and Malcolm R. 
Parks note, “there is a connection between technology diffusion, the use of 
digital media, and political change. But it is complex and contingent.”2! Of 
course, we should be wary of overstating the importance of digital 
communication technologies. As Zeynep Tufekci and Christopher Wilson 
have argued in their study of the Egyptian protests, “Nearly half of those in 
our sample reported that they had first heard about the Tahrir Square 
demonstrations through face-to-face communication,” while Facebook 
accounted for 28 percent of meaningful communications, and only 1 
percent cited texting, e-mail, or Twitter. Interpersonal communication, for 
Tufekci and Wilson, continues to be a dominant and affective means of 
communication.2* Merlyna Lim pushes back on the label of “Facebook 
revolution” to stress the relationship between online activism and those who 
work to promote it, arguing “the power of networked individuals and 
groups who toppled [the] Mubarak presidency cannot be separated from the 
power of social media that facilitated the formation and the expansion of 
the networks themselves.”22 


One of the most-cited instances that sparked the Egyptian revolution was 
Asmaa Mahfouz’s January 18 Facebook vlog, which was later uploaded to 
YouTube and subsequently spread through social networks and other forms 
of virtual sharing. Mahfouz’s video makes clear that the Internet can spread 
social revolution in profoundly new ways. As if mirroring the event it 
represents, so too does The Square spread digitally—not only is it viewed 
through Netflix or through illegal torrent downloads, but information about 
it is also shared, liked, retweeted, and posted across a number of social 
media platforms. Much as the documentary itself attempts to raise 


consciousness about the events in Egypt, so too do the tools of social media 
allow viewers and users to promote the documentary through social media 
networks. 


Henry Jenkins’s ongoing work on online participatory culture is instructive 
for demarcating and tracing the implications of media’s spreadability. As 
opposed to media distribution, which may send a media text through one 
channel and in one form, the idea of spreadability allows an object to be 
changed and appropriated for a number of contexts.*4 This complicates how 
we conceive of viewing The Square, as it is ostensibly only “available” on 
Netflix yet also downloadable through torrents; it is both distributed and 
spread. As Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green assert, “This shift from 
distribution to circulation signals a movement toward a more participatory 
model of culture, one which sees the public ... as people who are shaping, 
sharing, reframing, and remixing media content” in new ways.22 While The 
Square has not been “remixed”—users have not yet reedited its digital 
images—it exists, like many political documentaries, to be spread. 


Spreadability is, then, “the potential—both technical and cultural—for 
audiences to share content for their purposes,” where sharing is amplified 
by social media platforms that emphasize items like “the embed codes that 
YouTube provides, which make it easier to spread videos across the 
Internet, and encouraging access points to that content in a variety of 
places.”2° The aim of spreadability, if it circulates through enough channels, 
is to move “audiences from peripheral awareness to active engagement.”=2 
Beyond acts of re-circulating, spreadable media allows users to become 
participatory and active in ways that range from sharing and clicking 
hyperlinks to moving into actual physical spaces.22 The move from 
awareness to engagement is thus analogous to the movement between 
online and offline spaces. Joseph Turow has nuanced the importance of the 
hyperlink by calling attention to its connections to corporate tracking and 
other modes of monitoring that entail the “industrialization” of the link by 
quantifying clicks and shares for things like advertising.*2 


The notion of spreadability relies on the human capacity to spread media 
through hyperlinks, clicks, shares, and other emergent forms of digital 
communications tools that connect the Internet. This stands as a sharp 


contrast to another oft-deployed metaphor of digital culture, virality, which 
for Jussi Parikka says, “expresses such key tendencies of network culture as 
communication, self-reproduction, transmission, and de- and 
reterritorializing movement.”22 Drawing on Steven Shaviro, Parikka 
contends, “Selfhood is increasingly depicted as an information pattern, 
where the ‘individual’ becomes merely a host of parasitic invasion by 
information capitalist patterns of repetition.”2+ If media spreadability 
envisions a potential for subjects to create communities through 
communicating meaningful media to each other, this model of virality sees 
digital culture as wholly disempowering, where the self gradually 
disappears. That is to say, a debate about the terms used to describe how 
media and selfhood work in digital culture is also a debate about what the 
self can do in a politically empowering way. As much as media circulation 
can spread in newly democratic ways, so too is it controlled at corporate 
and policy levels in ways that significantly effect how we might use it 
socially and, importantly, democratically. 


Netflix’s content cannot be freely circulated. Although users can give 
passwords to each other or implore other Netflix users to seek out particular 
texts—not to mention circumventing Netflix entirely through illegal 
downloading—t still strives to control the flow of spread and circulation. 
When the content is political, both its movement through space and the 
barriers to its spreadability take on political dimensions. User decisions to 
engage The Square, similarly, become political, such that “audiences play 
an active role in ‘spreading’ content rather than serving as passive carriers 
of viral media: their ... actions determine what gets valued.”22 
Spreadability, then, is a crucial step of participatory culture, where “the 
erosion of traditional boundaries,” such as those between “mere” fans and 
“political” activists, becomes central.22 Even as this boundary is unsettled 
by digital distribution and the ability to circulate media images, texts, and 
ideas, Netflix and The Square are still somewhat positioned in a traditional 
model of media delivery—on-demand, certainly, but nevertheless a form of 


controlled consumption, to borrow Lefebvre’s phrase.24 


Digital inequalities have social consequences for spreadability’s actual 
capacity to enact grassroots political activism—to enact movement across 
different kinds of space. As Jenkins, Ford, and Green note, spreadability 


“has made it easier for grassroots communities to circulate content than 
ever before, yet the requirements of skills and literacies, not to mention 
access to technologies, are not evenly distributed across the population.”22 
This call for media literacy harkens back to Warschauer’s analysis, and has 
also been at the heart of the Egyptian revolution and other global protests’ 
efforts to generate international attention and conversation about their work. 
If “acts of circulation shape both the cultural and political landscape in 
significant ways,” then The Square generates even more complex problems; 
its circulation is not tied to an explicit call for political action, but to a 
documentary whose ostensible goals are to teach, inform, and enlighten. 
American viewers, to use one hypothetical example, can draw parallels 
between Egypt’s situation and Occupy Wall Street—or any other extant or 
nascent activist movements—potentially using the film as a template for 
their own forms of activism. It is not enough to merely discuss the mobility 
and fluidity of media; we must strive to understand where it circulates and 
to whom. 


At the heart of this discussion is a question of how we might consider being 
at a computer a form of activism, and whether or not the consumption and 
spread of media texts is a kind of user engaged, politically motivated, and 
ultimately effective way of raising consciousness, shaping discourse, and— 
hopefully—altering social or political landscapes. To put it another way, “an 
individual who ‘productively’ responds to one media property, brand, or 
cause may be a ‘passive’ listener to many others; activity and passivity are 
not permanent descriptions of any individual.”2° Certainly, Netflix’s efforts 
at controlled consumption attempt to structure certain modes of activity of 
access. Ganaele Langlois has similarly argued that despite the democratic 
potential of online participatory practices, we must also attend to notable 
cultural paradoxes; namely, we must “identify processes of governance” 
that articulate humans, technologies, and processes to each other to render 
the sense of stability in online social environments.=~ 


Michel de Certeau’s distinction between uses and tactics, where the former 
is imposed by some kind of power structure and the latter represents how 
users actually act within that structure, is useful here.22 The models of 
governance Langlois identifies fit into the ideological structures that in 
some way determine how media spread and are used. In contrast to 


spreadable media, Rita Raley invokes the term “tactical media” to define 
“the aesthetic and critical practices that have specifically emerged out of, 
and in direct response to, both the post-industrial society and neoliberal 
globalization.”=2 Raley looks at more politicized “digital art practices” to 
consider how new media technologies have created a space for digital 
artists to mobilize their politics. Tactical media then “signifies the 
intervention and disruption of a dominant semiotic regime,” drawing on de 
Certeau’s sense of how users navigate an imposed structure.“ Tactical 
media operates briefly— its use is not protracted—and there are strongly 
ambivalent questions about whether this kind of political work can affect 
broad social transformations; de Certeau argues, “There are no proffered 
fantasies of radical systemic change: it exists as a possibility within the 
realm of the imagination—another technology of simulation—but it 
requires collective action.”*+ As de Certeau further claims, tactics give up 
what they win; they offer “mobility, to be sure, but a mobility that must 
accept the chance offerings of the moment.”“4 Raley’s analysis speaks to 
how art and media operate as critiques that might create sparks leading to 
social transformations. Different from the consciousness-raising projects of 
shareable and spreadable media, where education and ideas are often 
prized, these are more radical and politically subversive works that 
aesthetically, politically, and ideologically challenge the hegemonic 
constructs of neoliberalism. They offer “a more fluid, extensive, and 
thereby more powerful set of art-activist practices.”42 


Raley’s work on political performativity may seem counterintuitive in a 
discussion of The Square. She establishes, however, a crucial lens for what 
it means to make media that spreads. The Square was not explicitly 
produced as a text to be circulated digitally—it initially premiered at 
Sundance and Netflix bought distribution rights after several festival 
screenings. In a sense, The Square’s relatively conventional aesthetic and 
structure may mark it as not pushing the politicized bounds of Raley’s 
tactical media model. I want to argue the act of digital distribution itself is a 
political performance. Marking it as such fosters connections between the 
Egyptians shown watching Facebook and YouTube videos in the diegesis 
and the viewer watching The Square from a laptop or tablet from a number 
of geo-locations. The potential links between these two subjects—film 
viewer and diegetic video watcher—point to the hope for this kind of media 


to continue tactical proliferation. That is to say, the film envisions a world 
where tactics do not give up what they win, but can have broader 
transformative impacts. 


Beyond the hopeful, tactical conceptions of spreadable media favored by 
scholars like Jenkins and Raley, Evgeny Morozov’s concept of 
“slacktivism” provides a useful counterpoint to the potential bridges 
between online and offline space. “Slacktivism” is the “digital sibling” of 
activism—a way of engaging causes that “makes online activists feel useful 
and important while having preciously little political impact.” Slacktivism 
is online activism that cannot—for any number of reasons—bridge into 
offline space; it cannot enact “real” social change. Morozov takes 
technological determinism to task, noting the actual effects of technology— 
especially in relation to their ability to empower or liberate the individual 
user—‘“were often antithetical to the objectives their inventors were 
originally pursuing.”“ The quick satisfactions slacktivism offer gets in the 
way of “risky, deep, and authentic ... commitments.”4° The danger, then, is 
that the bridge between online and offline space remains forever unbuilt. 


The promotional material for The Square heavily favors the offline spaces 
of protest, while also favoring Netflix’s position as an online streaming 
service rather than the tensions between online and offline activism in the 
protests themselves. The official trailer, released on YouTube one month 
before the film’s premiere, does not include any mention of social media, 
although there are several shots—including the trailer’s final shot—taken 
from amateur video cameras. Much of the posters and images circulated 
online and elsewhere featured the tagline “The people demand the downfall 
of the regime,” focusing on the revolutionary thematics of the film. The day 
of the Oscar nominations—one day before the film’s release—Netflix took 
to its social media accounts to usher a new tagline: “Oscar nominated today, 
streaming tomorrow.” This sort of rhetoric reframes the documentary 
towards the availability of on-demand culture and the promises of media 
circulation. 


The promotion of The Square across social media platforms supports 
Netflix’s desired strategy of using social media to encourage product 
consumption, but taglines like “Oscar nominated today, streaming 


tomorrow” can also suggest Netflix rather cynically co-opted the political 
power of circulation for capitalistic gain. This view omits any kind of 
political empowerment that may come as a direct or residual effect of 
consuming and sharing this media. One of participatory culture’s many 
goals might be understood to be the creation of new channels that instill a 
more democratic media culture and, in turn, a more democratic political 
culture. In a discussion between Nico Carpentier and Henry Jenkins on this 
democratic potential, Carpentier suggests, “Democracy and participatory 
culture will always be unrealized.... There will always be struggle, there 
will always be contestation.”44 Democracy and participatory culture are 
dual ideals, but for Carpentier, this utopian thrust is part of what gives them 
their power. He implores us to realize the impossibilities of this culture 
without straying from its immense potential: “Participation allows for the 
performance of democracy, which is deemed an important component of the 
social in itself.”48 


The production of The Square also reveals a participatory, democratic ethos. 
Shot by an Egyptian and with the help of Egyptian subjects, the film serves 
in part as a model for what this mode of on-the-ground, localized 
independent filmmaking might accomplish in representing social 
revolution. David MacDougal’s emphasis on creating empowered subject 
voices, and Thomas Waugh’s concept of a “committed documentary” that 
works with politically motivated communities are two crucial intersections 
from the field of documentary studies that again emphasize the importance 
of individual voices in creating politically powerful representations.“ In 
The Square, Noujaim’s filming is as much a part of the revolution as she is 
an observer of that revolution. She further constructs subjectivities by 
screening portions of her film to revolutionaries throughout her editing 
process and incorporating their responses; in her words, “What the film 
does ... is it humanizes the struggle of Egyptians and really shows what the 
human story was behind those scenes.”22 Her work with her community 
constructs civic media as representing and aiming to inspire particular 
forms of political action. The goal of this distribution strategy is to actively 
circulate “a greater diversity of perspectives” and, in turn, “motivate 
participation in the political process.”2+ As the site of distribution, Netflix 
subscribers could—through the educative aims of something like The 
Square—work towards better policy decisions for social equality when 


given civic opportunities. In short, beyond its desire to be spread and shared 
in order to educate, this documentary has a tactical aim. 


The Square in the Rectangle 


As it has acquired social and political documentaries, Netflix increasingly 
functions as an archive that can spread socially progressive political 
ideologies. Tryon’s work thinks both about digital deliveries and 
circulations of media writ large as well as Netflix as a specific entity bound 
up in the wider web of cultural engagement digital circulation engenders. 
As he argues, digital delivery is both a promise of “ubiquitous access,” but 
also instills a more individualized mode of consumption, where film-going 
in particular loses its social import.22 Tryon introduces “platform mobility” 
and “resistant mobilities” as two disparate ways to understand how texts 
circulate in digital space. In platform mobility, “it’s not just texts that 
circulate. So do screens,” and viewers can seamlessly “move” media across 
devices, creating an “individualized, fragmented, and empowered media 
consumer” who makes her own pathways through the media she selects. 
While Tryon’s discussion of platform mobility nuances the relationship 
between online and offline spaces—especially as online media can “move” 
through or inhabit increasingly more offline spaces—he importantly 
considers systemic constraints barring how users can consume texts. For 
instance, geo-blocking, where texts are available on Netflix in one country 
but not another, leads to alternative methods of cultivation and 
consumption, where users must use extralegal measures to acquire content. 
Tryon defines these as “resistant mobilities,” or “activities that defy the 
practices promoted by the entertainment industry.”=4 The problems of geo- 
blocking are crucial to understanding the circulation of The Square; 
although “it’s been released in more than 40 other countries, it did not 
receive distribution in Egypt until June 2014, nearly half a year after its US 
Netflix debut.”22 Much as Tryon talks about “resistant mobilities” in 
individual as opposed to communal terms, larger media entities—in this 
case, YouTube—have stepped in on behalf of The Square and allowed it to 
circulate digitally. The film received “an exclusive YouTube release in its 


home country of Egypt, despite not yet being approved by official 
censors.”2° YouTube, in turn, geo-blocked the film for every country except 
Egypt to encourage others to view it through Netflix. Here, geo-blocking 
and resistant mobilities work together to create access and circulation that 
make the media more widely accessible. 


The other major wrinkle to these practices is the very emergence of 
algorithmic culture itself, where Netflix recommends and acquires certain 
kinds of movies based on user preference and accrued data about viewing 
and rating habits. As Blake Hallinan and Ted Striphas have argued, 
Netflix’s recommendation system points to “a court of algorithmic appeal 
in which objects, ideas, and practices are heard, cross-examined, and judged 
independently, in part, of human beings.” Their suggestion is an important 
one, for it signals that the curation and promotion of certain kinds of 
material to certain kinds of individuals with matching taste profiles. In this 
model, the promotion of The Square becomes less about raising 
consciousness across demographics than reinforcing certain sociopolitical 


ideologies held across certain demographics of Netflix consumers.22 


At this juncture, I turn to the text of The Square to think about the way it 
frames digital media spreadability and circulation as foundational to the 
Egyptian revolution. This section analyzes how these practices are 
aestheticized for a more prescriptive and far-reaching account of how media 
spreadability functions in relation to social revolution. I argue that the film’s 
title is actually a multi-layered signifier. Ostensibly, The Square references 
Tahrir Square, the central space of the Egyptian Revolution. “The Square” 
also represents multiple media frames—both the actual frame through 
which the user watches the film as well as the plurality of frames that 
populate the film’s opening act, embedding websites and YouTube videos 
within frames. The Square’s opening invokes a nesting-egg aesthetic that 
reflexively displays the act of watching digital media. This analysis follows 
Thierry Kuntzel’s neoformalist suggestions that the openings of films are 
key to laying the aesthetic and thematic groundwork for the rest of the 
text.°2 In locating an aesthetic representation for how digital media access 
builds bridges between online and offline communities, I turn to the 
opening sequence of the film leading up to and just past the title card. The 
first shot of The Square is of a power outage across an urban skyline; the 


subsequent shot is a close-up of a match being struck and a candle being lit. 
At once, the film sets up its dynamics of space, oscillating between the 
conflicts of the wider city and resistance being offered at the individual 
level. This movement from establishing shot to extreme close-up brings the 
film to the local level, but also substitutes one form of power for another— 
not just the industrial electricity for the candle, but a governmentally 
controlled grid for the individuals in the room finding their own light 
source. As if the metaphor of light across these shots were not strong 
enough, one of the first lines of dialogue is “The lights are out all over the 
world. The lights are out all over Egypt.” Again, this operates as a symbolic 
extinguishing and igniting—the “light” is not only the actual electricity, but 
also the structures of power that control it and the people who are left “in 
the dark.” 


From here, The Square introduces one of its protagonists, Ahmed, who is 
photographed walking in the streets and in his apartment. After several 
moments of watching him discuss his life in voiceover as he moves through 
these everyday spaces, The Square begins a somewhat extended sequence 
of Ahmed in front of his laptop. It starts with an image of a YouTube video 
titled “torture in egypt [sic].” The camera photographs the computer 
monitor, somewhat distorting the image, but at the same time providing a 
more indexical record of what was circulated and how it would look within 
the space of one’s personal computer. The following shot cuts to a close-up 
of Ahmed’s face with the back of the laptop occupying the bottom third of 
the frame. This establishes a shot-reverse shot pattern between Ahmed’s 
face and the laptop screen, where the physical laptop itself never leaves the 
frame; it is either what we are looking at to see the videos, or occupies a 
small part of Ahmed’s close-ups. The sequence continues by showing 
another video—this one titled “Egyptian police torturing a woman murder 
suspect 1”—with the view counter showing upwards of 511,000 views. 
From here, the sequence cuts to a Facebook photo of a young man; the 
mouse clicks to the next photo in an album, revealing the same man’s face 
severely beaten, bloody, and broken. This image—as seen on the edge of 
the frame—has 70 likes and 11 shares. 


When the sequence again cuts to the laptop, Ahmed is now watching the 
Asmaa Mahfouz video mentioned earlier in this essay. Mahfouz says, in the 


video, “We will go down and demand our fundamental human rights.” The 
sequence cuts to black as the video concludes, but in the next shot, Ahmed’s 
voiceover remarks, “I went to the streets. I found everyone around me felt 
just as I did.” Images of a moving, ever-expansive crowd capture people 
taking photos and videos with cell phones, and a moment later the sequence 
cuts back to Ahmed in his apartment on his own phone, telling someone to 
“tell everyone to come down to the streets.” This footage continues for 
some time, concluding with cell phone footage surveying the square, now 
filled with people. A man off-screen yells, “we have taken the square,” and 
the sequence cuts to an overhead shot of Tahrir Square completely filled 
with people. The title card—The Square—superimposes over this overhead 
shot. The people, notably, form more of a collective circle, such that their 
geometric figuration from above actually operates as a rebellion against the 
shape of the space. 


This sequence, while only comprising approximately the first five minutes 
of the 105-minute documentary, aestheticizes the entire logic of a social 
revolution based on digital media access and circulation. It individualizes 
the act of media consumption through conveying the YouTube and 
Facebook videos as shots from Ahmed’s perspective, and it nestles them 
within the frames of the laptop to show how they look on particular forms 
of technology—a technology on which viewers might also be watching The 
Square. The lighting of the match allegorizes the ability to spread, share, 
and consume this media; it is no accident that the numbers of views, likes, 
and shares these media have received populate the corners of the frame. The 
form of digital media is displayed not only to contextualize how an 
Egyptian saw these images, but also to recognize how others view media on 
Facebook, YouTube, and other digital platforms. This opening foregrounds 
the shareability of digital media and, in showing Ahmed both at home and 
in the streets, how they operate to transform the relationship between offline 
and online spaces. The overhead shot of the crowd gathered in the Square, 
then, is the demonstration of how online spaces rewrite public spaces. 


Having discussed The Square’s visual aesthetic, the site of its primary 
distribution, and the potential benefits of spreading this media for raising 
political consciousness, I turn to a discursive analysis of the film’s 
reception. While the discourse surrounding Netflix’s acquisition and 


distribution of the film focuses more on raising the website’s cultural capital 
through its ability to circulate premiere global independent filmmaking, 
Netflix users’ reception of the film suggests an array of everyday uses for 
largely American-identifying viewers. In creating parameters for a 
reception study of The Square, I surveyed the user reviews that had been 
left on the film’s official Netflix page. At the time of this writing, 
approximately five months after the film’s premiere, it has generated 133 
user reviews. Netflix reviewers are not required to provide any identifying 
information, so I am unable to assign names, genders, or geographical 
locations of any certainty to these reviews. The selected reviews attempt to 
retrieve a sense of how this film is being received politically—what do 
users see as valuable to its consciousness-raising project? What political or 
social effect might it provoke? From the 133 reviews, I focused on those 
where the reviewer self-disclosed information about their nationality— 
overwhelmingly, they were either American or Egyptian, which may 
admittedly have much to do with my subscription to the American version 
of Netflix’s browser. These reviews paint a picture of how viewers 
affectively respond to the film, understand it as an education endeavor, and 
see it as a piece of political provocation. Although the bridge between 
online and offline spaces of activism is not often explicitly discussed in 
these reviews, they nevertheless point to the affective dimensions of the 
film’s response and the ways users may continue to use it in their political 
—and perhaps public—life. 


For instance, numerous reviews tie The Square—quite remarkably—to 
conservative U.S. gun policy. Most potently, one reviewer suggests: “This 
[documentary] also reminds you for those living in America why the ‘right 
to bear arms’ is there for that sole purpose, to allow its citizens to fight back 
with maximum effort against a government that tries to do this to their 
citizens. Every person who thinks people should be disarmed should watch 
this movie and learn a powerful lesson.”®2 Another saw the film as arguing 
it “shows exactly why people must be armed to be free. Hopefully when the 
time comes in america [sic] we will band together, take up arms, and take 
back our country,” and still others saying, “I fear this very thing may 
happen in the US.”©! And again: “this is what happens when disarmed 
citizens cannot defend themselves from their government.”® In a sense, this 
is an odd projection of one country’s political climate onto another, yet it 


also speaks to the polysemous ways audience members negotiate the 
meaning and politics of cross-cultural media. 


The majority of reviewers who identify with an American national identity 
are not trying to make these kinds of ideological connections. They rather 
see The Square as a way to redefine their own sense of what “democracy” 
and civic action mean. Like the quote that serves as an epigraph to this 
essay, The Square reminds American viewers of the importance of civic 
engagement. As another reviewer commented, “Americans in particular 
need to see this. We love to lecture the rest of the world about how 
democracy is supposed to work. Well, this film shows real genuine 
democracy in action. And surprise, it is messy and chaotic.”®2 Another 
echoes: “As a young American, documentaries like this are needed so 
people across the globe can understand what is happening outside our 
personal ‘bubbles’ in which we live in.”®4 The documentary serves two 
purposes here: to remind American viewers that U.S. democracy is not 
indicative of democracy the world over, and to remind Americans, whose 
elections continue to have notoriously low voter turnouts, of the importance 
of civic engagement. 


Many reviews center on The Square’s educative potential. Reviews 
regularly state, “I feel like a learned a lot” about Egypt, or “I realized how 
ignorant I was as an uninformed American.”® Still others see its boots-on- 
the-ground perspective as inherently more historically valuable: “Every 
American who has no idea about the truth of Egypt, who judge by what our 
media wants us to know as truth, should watch this wonderful, amazing 
documentary,” or “It gave me a full understanding of what happened at 
Takir [sic] Square.”©° One viewer who self-identifies as an Egyptian who 
“lived” the revolution argues, “I think this is the closest we can get to truth 
before historians alter it in favor of whatever regime happened to be at the 
moment of them writing it.”®4 Another who self-identifies as American 
suggests, “This should be shown in every modern history or political class 
in every college in every country.”®8 The importance of the film comes in 
how it stands as an appropriate model for telling a history of revolution, 
taking the perspective of those on the ground instead of those in power. The 
“closeness” of this documentary to the event itself, instead of clouding its 


ability to dissect the revolution, is rather the real benefit—it is a document 
of the revolution as much as it is a documentary about the revolution. 


Of all these responses, the most interesting and most useful for this analysis 
are those that incorporate some kind of revolutionary rhetoric. For example, 
one states, “This film motivates me to be the change I want to see. Go out 
there and change the world. Don’t wait for the world to change you.” 
Others suggest The Square is “a handbook for change,”2 providing 
methods that could be applied to a number of social circumstances for 
enacting revolution. Still others discuss, in impassioned terms, how the film 
affected their personal worldview: “I never delve into foreign politics, but 
NOW I know that I MUST!! This Doc, shows how YOU can actually 
manifest CHANGE in your Governments by the choice of A TRULY FREE 
PEOPLE!” Another reviewer even went so far as to say it “made me want 
to travel to Egypt and join in the movement for peace, justice, and 
democracy,” and that the film provides lessons that “are extremely valuable 
to revolutionaries globally.”24 Whether they focus on their individual 
response to the film or a belief that it can affect groups and civilians the 
world over, these reviews focus on the fluidity of its circulation and its 
ability to digitally “travel” across contexts. While stopping short of calling 
The Square a universal text, these reviews all stress the film can motivate 
and enable social revolutions “globally”—that it has considerable value 
apart from educating viewers about the Egyptian Revolution. 


I have taken the space to survey these reviews—despite the inability to truly 
position their authors geographically or politically—because they reveal 
much about the polysemous ways users approach, view, and discuss The 
Square. The viewer who suggests moving to Egypt to join the 
revolutionaries, for instance, may not actually do so and may forget about 
the film after writing her brief review, but the suggestion that the film 
works across historiographic, educative, political, and activist axes is 
explicit in this sample of reviews. Further, the global circulation of The 
Square suggests the meanings of political documentaries are radically 
shaped by where and when they are viewed, such that the increased 
“mobility” and “spreadability” of media becomes important in relationship 
to the individual or group consumer. This is to say that American viewers 
ostensibly project their own politics and circumstances into the film, 


attempting to create analogies—appropriate or not—between Egypt’s 
struggle and their own. 


This analysis poses a necessary question: do viewers genuinely see The 
Square as a starting point for their own social protests, or are they 
performing sympathy in public cyberspace? This question is both of deep 
concern to this essay and yet wholly rhetorical—it may be impossible to 
ever “know” the extent to which a political documentary inspires offline, 
“real” activism. The larger point may be that, regardless of any binary that 
exists between activism and slacktivism, these users who engage Netflix’s 
review space find many kinds of value in The Square. For American 
reviewers, its lessons from “over there” are applicable to the situation “right 
here” across an unexpectedly wide array of political positions. 


Conclusion: View, Share, Revolt, Rinse, Repeat 


Issues of access, consumption, and shareability take on a different 
dimension when brought to bear on streaming subscription services such as 
Netflix. While important to recognize the technological and governmental 
barriers that exist in how users can engage with on-demand culture, this 
essay has placed the brunt of its analysis on the spatial dimensions of 
circulation. This negotiation between online and offline spaces, between 
civically-engaged media and civic participation, is ultimately a new 
dimension of Jane Gaines’s “political mimesis.” Gaines, in her discussion 
of political documentary, defines “political mimicry” as the generation of 
affect through “the conventionalized imagery of struggle.” The 
documentary form’s indexicality, predicated on a relationship to Real 
spaces and Real people, “establishes a continuity between the world of the 
screen and the world of the audience, where the ideal viewer is poised to 
intervene in the world that so closely resembles the one on the screen.” 
This is again a version of spatial transgression—the space of representation 
carries into the lived space of the viewer, such that they are hopefully 
affected and compelled to “mimic” what the documentary shows them. 


Especially as Netflix viewers have called The Square “a handbook” for 
revolution, it seems pertinent to consider Gaines’s ideas in relation to media 
spreadability and circulation. “Freed” from the boundaries of the cinema 
screen, political documentaries like The Square become more mobile, but 
sequences of revolutionaries being spurred to action by social media videos 
also demonstrates a model of action. Apart from being a consciousness- 
raising project—documenting how the Egyptian Revolution happened from 
a number of individual perspectives—it also demonstrates how to use 
spreadable media to engender social change, while itself existing in a 
digitally distributed and shareable format. The Square is then a meta-text 
for shareable civic media, advocating both for social revolution and 
demonstrating how it has functioned in one specific site. This proposition 
begs a deeper understanding of what The Square can actually do in offline 
space. The Square may spur similar modes of film production, film 
acquisition, and film circulation. It may spur similar modes of civic 
engagement and challenges to current orders of government regimes in 
different geographical locations. 


While Netflix’s most notable non-series acquisitions of 2014 were a variety 
of comedy specials and a deal to produce several original feature films— 
including an exclusive deal on a series of Adam Sandler movies—it also 
released animal rights documentary Virunga in the latter half of the year, 
suggesting socio-political documentaries may remain a crucial—if limited 
or “boutique”—-part of the service’s distribution arm.“ In that sense, 
Netflix uses its expanding collection of socio-political documentaries as a 
strategy to court one of its “highly differentiated micro-audiences.”2© Film 
festival acquisitions become, in this logic, another of Netflix’s 
algorithmically-determined business practices designed to encourage 
certain types of viewers into subscriptions and habituated viewing practices 
more than a way of using their service to make a sort of political statement 
about the possibilities of digital film circulation. 


The Square is part of the ongoing trajectory of participatory culture, 
spreadability, and civically engaged tactical media posing a challenge to 
what we do with increasingly mobile media, why we watch it, and why it is 
worth accessing. It represents a challenge to not just “rinse and repeat”—to 
binge-watch copious amounts of political documentaries through Netflix or 


other streaming services—but to engage the media we spread and circulate, 
and to think about ways to bridge online and offline spaces in new forms of 
civic engagement. The spreadability of digitally circulated political 
documentaries continues to expand our potential engagement with a 
plurality of civic spaces. 
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Part Three: Netflix as Narrowcaster and as Global Player 


Binge-Watching in Practice 


The Rituals, Motives and Feelings of Streaming Video 
Viewers 


EMIL STEINER 


Tomorrow: @HouseOfCards. No spoilers, please—@BarackObama, 
February 13, 2014 


Laurence Fishburne generally doesn’t “do more than six episodes.” Paul 
Rudd “watched twelve episodes in a row.” Judy Greer “watched the whole 
season of Veep (2012-) in one sitting ... but that was during Sandy, the 
hurricane.” Dennis Leary recommends doing it alone, but Michelle 
Monaghan disagrees. Zosia Mamet says you can do it “in your birthday 
suit,” but Keri Russell prefers wearing “bad pajamas.” Tom Riley favors 
“whiskey and a onesie,” while Hannah New prefers “rum.” Method Man 
likes “mangos,” but for Matthew Rhys it’s “vodka and hot dogs.” 


These are some of the descriptions of binge-watching practices and rituals 
that appear in a multiplatform advertisement from Comcast Xfinity called 
“Celebrities Binge-Watch TV Too!” The commercial was posted to 
YouTube on March 28, 2014, in the run-up to “Xfinity Watchathon Week,” 
a seven-day event each spring during which Comcast subscribers are given 
free on-demand access to full seasons of popular programs from broadcast 
networks and pay cable channels. The actors from some of those series 
appear in the advertisement describing how they binge-watch.? The annual 
promotion is an attempt by America’s largest cable provider to entice 


viewers into subscription services by tapping into their voracious appetite 
for video content through binge-watching. 


The informational and endorsing language of the promo spot indicates that 
“binge-watching” is a nascent English term whose value is being negotiated 
in and through media. Oxford Dictionaries ranked “binge-watch” the 
second most popular new word of 2013, behind only “selfie.”2 Collins 
Dictionary anointed it Word of the Year in 2015.4 That same year a survey 
by Deloitte found that “Two-thirds of viewers ‘binge-watch’ TV.”2 
Apparently President Barack Obama is one of them; so is Hillary Clinton.® 
As such, the liminal linguistic position (“Has binge always been a verb?”’) 
and self-conscious usage (“but that was during Sandy, the hurricane”’) of 
binge-watching demand deeper investigation.4 Such celebrity endorsements 
may expedite acceptance of an emerging behavior and serve as a model for 
its imitation. However, is Comcast’s depiction representative of “binge 
viewers” generally? This essay attempts to explore how non-celebrity 
audiences define, practice, and feel about binge-watching and Netflix 
through qualitative, open-ended interviewing. My analysis of how viewers 
understand the behavior provides an orientation for academic and 
commercial research that points to a broader reimagining of television’s 
cultural identity. As one interviewee told me, “Broadcast television is 
dead.” The streaming video delivery popularized by Netflix has empowered 
viewers to be more agentic consumers of culture, while forcing traditional 
broadcasters and producers to adapt their content and its delivery. That 
viewers have enthusiastically embraced the complicated term binge- 
watching speaks to the complex, ambivalent, and ironic signification of 
post-industrial culture. 


Theory Binge 


During much of the twentieth century, scholars depicted the content of 
broadcast television as mass-produced, low value entertainment and the 
audiences as gullible receivers staring glaze-eyed into flickering cathode- 
ray tubes.2 The Frankfurt School was particularly harsh in its deterministic 


critique of such popular culture; Theodor Adorno considered television a 
threat to aesthetics with the potential for mind control. He and other 
Marxists theorists characterized television as a tool to perpetuate mindless 
capitalist consumption. Viewers, they argued, were trained into a culture of 
aspiration that mitigated their ability and desire to question the political and 
economic structures of the powerful elite who controlled the airways.12 


As the television set became a mainstream appliance in the 1950s and 
1960s, American social scientists began empirically studying its “effects” 
on audiences. Although audiences were not found to be automatons, effects 
researchers did treat them as passive receivers.+! Their findings indicated 
that while the media cannot necessarily change minds, it can set the news 
agenda, cultivate perceptions of reality, prime issues in viewers’ minds, and 
influence viewer behavior.!2 These examinations of media effects were 
largely unidirectional and ignored the individuality and agency of the 
viewer. Thus, from not long after its mainstream inception, broadcast 
television’s identity seemed fixed to the “Idiot Box” narrative—an 
industrialized system of commoditized, low-brow culture with the power to 
manipulate its passive viewers into consumerist ideology and potentially 


violent behavior.12 


The Idiot Box narrative began to be challenged by cultural theorists of the 
1960s and 1970s. During those decades, the “cultural sphere [was] divided 
into two hermetically separate regions.”/4 Film, television, and popular 
literature (media) were studied through the theoretical lens of structuralism 
while “lived events” (rituals, customs) of the working-class were studied 
through “culturalism.”/2 According to Tony Bennett, the former sought 
patterns in the content as evidence of the ruling class’s domination of the 
masses through mechanized subservience. Conversely, the latter scoured 
popular culture for “romantic” and “authentic” expressions of subordinated 
voices shouting proudly against the tempest of domination.4° Bennett 
proposed merging the two through Gramscian hegemony in order to 
“disqualif[y] the bipolar alternatives of structuralism and culturalism.”~ 
Such a move acknowledges the complexity of a viewer’s power to negotiate 
meaning and the nuances of the economic and political structures behind 
television culturally and technologically. 


Poststructural feminism scholars of the 1980s and 1990s rebranded 
audiences’ voices as challengers to the status quo.2® Building on Michel 
Foucault, Chris Weedon examined experience through subject position and 
motive, activating the audience’s role in discourse.+2 Janice Radway 
encouraged negotiation and renegotiation of the “nature of the relationship 
between audiences and texts.”22 Meanwhile, J acqueline Bobo challenged 
the Frankfurt School’s top-down power dynamics and the unidirectional 
flows of early social scientists: “Producers of mainstream media products 
are not aligned in a conspiracy against an audience.”2! Recognizing the 
relationship of producers and viewers as cooperative can “legitimize the 
audiences’ scrutinizing gaze,” while complicating traditional power 
dynamics.24 

The Idiot Box narrative has been further complicated in recent years by the 
technological blurring of what television is, the ambivalence associated 
with digital labor, “performances and the production of user-generated 
content,” and self-conscious audience participation.22 In this post-industrial 
narrative, the viewer and the broadcaster share and negotiate the meaning of 
texts. Series that failed on broadcast television, such as Arrested 
Development on Fox (2003-2006; 2013), have been reincarnated on Netflix 
through viewer demand and the affordances of subscription based streaming 
video. Even popular series, like Breaking Bad (2008-2013), saw their 
cultural footprint expand further as a result of Netflix releasing prior 
seasons so new fans could catch up through binge. As one interviewee told 
me, “Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt (2015-—) is made for Netflix, not NBC,” 
the network for which the Tina Fey—produced sitcom was originally 
created. Producers use viewer feedback to shape scripts, while viewer 
behaviors like binge-watching have encouraged writers to craft complex 
narrative arcs designed to be viewed in bulk rather than once a week. 


Building on this theoretical history, I decided to examine how audiences 
binge-watch from a perspective that both acknowledges the structure and 
profit motive of media companies like Netflix that encourage binge- 
watching, while also recognizing the agency of audiences to demand and 
control how and what they watch. Netflix has branded itself as a catalyst for 
the changes in broadcast power structures and information flow, but it is 
most certainly a for-profit company that benefits from the rise of binge- 


watching and the collection of viewers’ personal preferences, interests, and 
data.~4 At the same time, viewers exploit Netflix to inexpensively carry and 
access troves of content on their terms, and perhaps influence what content 
is produced.22 The unidirectional broadcaster-to-viewer transmission model 
of the twentieth century is now a dynamic circulation of content, responses, 
and meanings. I hoped to reflect that dynamism in my audience interviews. 
My goal was to locate, inhabit, and reflect binge-viewers’ “structure of 
feeling” within and without the nostalgia of television’s Idiot Box narrative 
and Netflix’s profit motives.2° As Katherine Sender points out, 
“Participants’ research reflexivity offers a frame to reconsider 
contemporary debates about audience research and the role reflexivity 
might play in these debates.”22 


The nascence of binge-watching poses challenges for traditional 
understandings of television and for traditional methods of research. 
Historically most communication scholars have treated the research of new 
technology as science and examined user behaviors with quantitative, 
socio-psychological tools.28 I believe that such research can be valuable for 
close-ended research questions and for developing large samples with 
predictive and organizational potential. Because binge-watching is a hybrid 
of technology and culture, I also believe that a wide range of methods 
should be used to analyze it.22 However, to unearth how and why people 
binge-watch, I chose to start with qualitative interviewing with open-ended 
questions that acknowledge the audience’s active role in the meaning 


making of culture.22 


My approach favors openness over objectivity. By openness I mean 
accepting that my consciousness is in constant discourse with every aspect 
of this project. Rather than attempt to isolate, contain, or control that 
subjectivity, I decided to acknowledge, encourage, and embrace it. My goal 
was for that openness to be reflected by the interviewees so that the 
conversations became dialogues of equal positioning.2! This made me a 
better listener and, ideally, created an atmosphere for freer exchange. The 
objective was subjectification. I will therefore unpack my own history, 
behavior, and motives for binge-watching as my interviewees did for me. 


The first time I read the term binge-watching was in the December 2011 
issue of Wired, but I had been doing it for years.22 The first series I can 
remember binge-watching was The Sopranos (1999-2007). I had resisted 
the HBO drama at first, but, in August 2002, I had some downtime and 
decided to give it a try. With the fourth season scheduled to air in 
September 2002, I rented—from a video store—the DVDs of season one. 
Over the next week, I watched all 39 episodes from the first three seasons. I 
watched alone, on a 32-inch CRT, in stretches of no less than three 
episodes. Because I was on vacation, my viewing times and habits were 
erratic. | remember watching until late at night and then waking up and 
wanting to watch more. I was binge-watching, I just did not know to call it 
that. Had I asked myself, as I have the interviewees in this study, why I was 
viewing so voraciously, I would have said that the series was too good to 
stop. As soon as an episode ended I wanted more, and, unlike with 
traditional broadcasting, I could have more—as much more as I wanted. I 
also felt like I finally understood why so many people loved the series, and 
I wanted to catch up so I could be a part of the conversation. 


After some 40 hours, I could not wait until the September premiere of 
season four, and I did not. I started watching the first three seasons again. It 
was around then that my mother told me I was watching too much 
television. She was right, and I felt guilty, ashamed, lethargic, but I did not 
stop. Over the next 13 years, I watched more series than I can remember, 
but I do remember most of the series that I binge-watched. Like most 
people today, binge-watching is my preferred method of consumption, but I 
am aware of its perceived effects; it is a pleasure whose control I am 
constantly negotiating. Now I study binge-watching, and I am aware that 
my own rituals and motives influence how I perceive the behavior in myself 
and others. I believe that that influence can provide insight on shared user 
experiences, but it may also cause me to overlook details that would stand 
out to a non-bingeing researcher. My choices of questions and my analysis 
of viewer responses are unique to me, and I acknowledge that unique 
position. 


A Brief History of Binge Technology 


DVDs make for inefficient binge-watching. Despite the tactile aesthetics of 
a DVD box set, viewers using that medium have to insert a disc every three 
or four hours, which involves an interruption of the narrative immersion. 
In 2002 I did not have much choice, but that soon changed. On-demand 
programming and DVRs made it possible for viewers to watch continuously 
without having to get out of their seats. If VHS and DVD were the first 
generation binge-watching technology, DVRs and on-demand services were 
the second-generation. Soft-launched in the Bay Area in 1998, TiVo was 
one of the first DVRs to compress and save video from television to a hard 
drive. Its popularity grew in the early 2000s as a device that allowed 
viewers to pause live television and return to it later. It also allowed viewers 
to record programs and watch them later without commercials (by fast- 
forwarding), like a VCR minus the VHS tape.*4 In order for a series to be 
saved on TiVo, or any other DVR, it would first have to air on television 
and be recorded by the viewer. On-demand programming eliminated the 
necessity to record and store content, but it also limited choice. A viewer 


could only order what his or her cable provider offered on-demand.22 


In the first years of the twenty-first century, the “Not TV” programming 
narrative touted by HBO increased the demand for “highbrow” content 
while streaming video was simultaneously changing the model for content 
distribution.2° A perceived improvement in programming, particularly 
serialized dramas, spiked in the mid—2000s with series like 24 (2001-2010, 
2014), The Wire (2002-2008), Six Feet Under (2001-2005), and Deadwood 
(2004—2006).*4 The perceived improvement along with increased Internet 
bandwidth and HDTV pushed DVD viewing out of vogue.28 The void was 
filled by what I consider to be the third generation of binge-watching 
technology: digital media players (DMPs) and later smart televisions. These 
set-top boxes connect online content to televisions, virtually eliminating the 
need for on-demand.*2 In cooperation with streaming services like Netflix, 
Hulu, HBO Go, and Comcast’s Xfinity Go, which allow users to watch a 
variety of content on computers and mobile devices, DMPs like Apple TV, 
Roku, and Amazon Fire TV, seamlessly merged those services on large 
HDTV screens.“2 Yet, it was Netflix’s full-season release model, which 
began with the Norwegian co-production Lilyhammer (2012-2014), that 


finally set the table for binge-watching to become the all you-can-eat buffet 
for which viewers had been salivating.*4 


From a content perspective, Netflix’s syndication of programming helped 
popularize series that had faded, or even completely failed, under the 
traditional broadcast model.*4 Netflix’s vast programming budget sparked a 
demand for original content production that has created the current 
programming arms race among traditional television networks and digital 
content providers. The resulting glut has swelled the potential size of 
personal video libraries beyond the viewing capacity of a human lifetime. 


Binge-Defining 


Los Angeles Times culture critic Mary McNamara provided one of the first 
formal definitions of binge-watching: in January of 2012: “Binge television: 
n. any instance in which more than three episodes of an hourlong drama or 
six episodes of a half-hour comedy are consumed at one sitting. Syn.: 
Marathon television and being a TV critic.”“2 Over the next two years, 
Google searches for “binge-watching” spiked.“4 Since the publication of 
McNamara’s article, Netflix’s stock price has soared over 700 percent. 
Binge-watching is now considered “the new normal,” but the behavior’s 
signification remains ambiguous. Is binge-watching revolutionary, 
dangerous, manipulative, empowering, or all of the above? 


Until 2012, the noun binge connoted unhealthy behavior—a period of 
uncontrollable excess. As a verb it is still commonly associated with binge 
drinking and binge eating—psychological symptoms associated with a 
pathological loss of control.4® Despite appending the same modifier, binge- 
watching has mostly been depicted as a liberating experience, the worst 
side-effect of which is poor personal hygiene, in the more than ten thousand 
newspaper and magazine articles mentioning the behavior since 2012.4 
The rapid transformation of binge-watching from obscurity to ubiquity has 
stretched popular understanding of binge. The act and the term represent a 
subversive use of a signifier to ironically exaggerate the signified. The 


wordplay stems from the first people to identify as binge viewers—self- 
conscious 1990s “TV nerds” who passionately celebrated their viewing 
obsessions with like-minded outsider fanatics.*2 The “nerd-only” behavior 
has gone mainstream without losing its ironic vestigial root modifier. As 
one interviewee told me, “Binging [sic] is cool because it’s still 
subversive.” Of course, Netflix has been quick to capitalize on that “cool,” 
while simultaneously making fun of itself and binge-watchers.*2 Despite all 
of the chatter about binge-watching, few media scholars have studied the 
behavior. In late 2013, Harris-Interactive and Netflix conducted proprietary 
research through an online survey of over 3,000 U.S. Netflix customers, of 
which nearly 1,500 streamed series at least once a week. Of them, 73 
percent reported “positive feelings towards binge-streaming TV” and 80 
percent said “they would rather stream a good TV show than read a friend’s 
social media posts.” 22 


Binge Method 


As I have argued, binge-watching is a hybrid of technology and culture. It 
challenges the traditional power dynamics of unidirectional broadcast flows 
from producer through viewer. To reflect this, I employed qualitative 
methods and grounded theory in an attempt to put the viewer as interviewee 
on a more equal footing and to reflect the dynamism of the behavior itself. I 
conducted this exploratory research on binge-watching during 2014 through 
semi-structured interviews each lasting approximately 60 minutes as well as 
informal discussions each lasting approximately 30 minutes. My rationale 
was that in-depth conversations provide more substantive and robust 
answers to how and why questions, and elicit the kind of thick descriptions 
that can encourage future scholarship. The conversations were conducted 
in-person. Twenty-one women and 15 men between the ages of 22 and 66 
participated. They all lived in the Philadelphia or New York City 
metropolitan areas, and most had completed a college degree; four were 
born outside the United States. I reconnected with several participants 
during the spring of 2015 to ask follow-up questions via Facebook 
Messenger. 


My interviewing style was strongly influenced by my eight years as a 
journalist. I used open-ended questions and a semi-structured format that 
allowed our conversations to flow organically. Although most of the people 
I spoke with answered (directly and indirectly) my 25 questions/prompts, 
they did not all answer them in the same order or by my prompting. An 
interviewee may have answered question 12 (“Can you describe your 
typical binge-watching experience?”) when I asked question seven (“What 
are some of the things you enjoy about binge-watching?”). Again, my goal 
was to loosen the interview structure in order to liberate rich, personal 
insights rather than sticking to a script. 


After completing and transcribing the initial interviews, I began to look for 
themes. I employed qualitative, inductive methods to code the content.24 As 
the interview process evolved, I noted when those themes arose in other 
conversations. As I found repetition in the themes, I sorted for categories of 
rituals and motivations while continuing to have discussions that influenced 
the sorting. This dynamic process continued until late 2014, when I reached 
a Saturation point; I kept finding the same themes arising from different 
questions. I then felt satisfied that I had gathered sufficient information to 
conclude the interviews. 


Next I coded the transcripts and employed theoretical sampling of the thick 
descriptions I had culled in order to isolate motives, rituals, and feelings.24 
This afforded me a vivid tableau of how this group of people define binge- 
watching, how and why they binge-watch, and how they feel about binge- 
watching. I should note that participants were very eager to discuss binge- 
watching with me. This led to snowball sampling: interviewees told people 
they knew about my project, allowing me to expand my network of 
participants. The popularity and novelty of the behavior are certainly 
responsible for participant enthusiasm, but I believe that people find the 
ambivalence of binge-watching intriguing as well. As Mary Choi writes in 
Wired: 


Weird stuff happens after about eight hours of watching the same TV 
show. Your eyes feel crunchy. You get a headache that sits in your 

teeth, the kind that comes from hitching your free time to a runaway 
train of self-indulgence—too much booze, food, or sleep. Of course, 


there’s also a sense of accomplishment, of smugness, that comes from 
blowing through years of television in mere days.22 


That ambivalence speaks to how binge-viewers are actively negotiating 
their behavior. It is an ironic balancing act of feigned remorse and 
vacillating pride/shame. It is both empowering and debilitating—an 
experience of control and lack of control facilitated by technology. I felt 
that tension of comprehension and signification vibrating through our 
conversations. 


Binge Findings 
Rituals 


Interviewees roughly affirmed McNamara’s 2012 definition of binge- 
watching—at least two hours of the same 30-minute series or at least three 
hours of the same 60-minute series. An important difference was that some 
interviews considered binge-watching to be simply watching a series “from 
beginning to end.” While most interviewees stressed that the number of 
episodes watched in a sitting was primary to the definition, there were at 
least two interviewees for whom the consistency and completion of a 
season or series were more important. A 55-year-old English teacher from 
Philadelphia told me that she might only watch two episodes of a series per 
night. “As long as I’m consistently watching that show, then yeah, it’s 
binge-watching.” She only had time to watch short spurts, but she perceived 
a season as a complete unit that she was finishing “like a book,” on her own 
schedule. Her definition of binge-watching was about controlling the 
narrative flow and closure at her convenience rather than the slower 
broadcast model she had grown up using. Those who still had cable 
television (about half) reported bingeing through on-demand platforms as 
well as streaming video. Others used only streaming devices; no one 
regularly used DVDs, though many interviewees’ first bingeing experiences 
were, like mine, with DVD players or VCRs. Predictably, Netflix was the 
most commonly cited service for binge-watching across all devices. 


Interviewees differentiated binge-watching from other television watching 
in terms of portability and consistency. While some interviewees 
acknowledged that it is possible to binge-watch broadcast commercial 
television, such as a Seinfeld (1989-1998) marathon, and many had at some 
point watched “traditional” television for extended periods of time, no one 
reported binge-watching through that medium. Several interviewees told 
me: “I hate commercials” often with a colorful modifier inserted. A 29- 
year-old South Jersey graduate student told me, “I find traditional TV 
annoying now. Even DVR. I don’t like commercials. I don’t like how 
commercials get super loud. I don’t like waiting for the next episode. 
Netflix makes TV better.” Advertising, particularly when it is obvious and 
intrusive, interrupts the focused continuity and narrative immersion that 
viewers associate with binge-watching. 


The distinction of the Netflix user experience is such that some younger 
viewers perceive the service as other than television, even if they watch 
Netflix on a television. Viewers’ ability to watch on multiple devices 
(smartphones, laptops, tablets), their technological control of content, 
described as being able to pause, rewind, and fast-forward, and the full 
season release model were identified as essential to the experience. They all 
challenge the traditional broadcast model of commercial breaks. “When I 
need to go to the bathroom I can pause,” one person told me. “I don’t need 
to wait for a commercial.” A 22-year-old engineering student reported that 
she stopped watching the MTV comedy Awkward. (2011—2016) because she 
found the commercials “annoying.” Before Netflix she may have stuck with 
the series; now she can resist it. 


According to my interviews, most binge-watching takes place at home, in 
the evenings of workdays, and on weekends. A 31-year-old software 
engineer did admit binge-watching at work, but that was only because he 
was “being laid off over the course of six months” and “had to be in the 
office” even though he “wasn’t really working.” Interviewees reported 
using vacation time to binge series that they didn’t have time to watch 
earlier. “I do plan on clearing my schedule for a few days for OINTB 
(Orange Is the New Black [2013-]),” a 30-year-old writer from Philadelphia 
told me. “I have taken sick days to finish a show,” one interviewee admitted 
sheepishly. “Long weekends usually mean Netflix,” said another. Viewers 


celebrate the freedom of being able to control the content consumption 
while acknowledging the power of the content to control them. As one 
interviewee told me in August of 2014, “I’m not going near Game of 
Thrones (2011—) until Christmas.” Although season four of the HBO 
fantasy drama premiered in late spring of that year, he chose to savor the 
epic by waiting for long holiday when he could be completely immersed. 
This was his choice, but he also recognized that it might be dangerous for 
him to start the series while he was working. 


Binge-watching is most often a solitary behavior, especially when series are 
viewed on mobile or handheld devices. “It’s hard to share an iPad for three 
hours,” one interviewee pointed out. Several interviewees mentioned trying 
to binge with their spouses; one had binged with her roommate who didn’t 
like TV: “I got her into Vampire Diaries (2009—2017).” An interviewee 
described the experience of bingeing Lost (2004—2010) with his wife 
through Netflix as cooperative and trust-based. “If I watched ahead that 
would be cheating.” When I asked if he had ever cheated on his wife, he 
admitted he was tempted, especially when she was out of town. 


Due to conflicting schedules, tastes, and energy levels, collaborative binges 
are typically shorter than solitary binges. Binge-watching groups of greater 
than two are irregular and far less common according to interviewees, 
though one recalled a group marathon in college of Law & Order (1990-— 
2010). Another interviewee had attended a House of Cards (2013-) party 
when Netflix released the second season in February 2014. “But no one 
stayed for all 13 episodes.” The logistical constraints of sharing 
consumptive control make “group bingeing” less common than solitary 
bingeing. However, many interviewees reported binge-watching alone so 
that they could discuss the series with other people, or be part of a 
perceived ongoing cultural conversation. One interviewee liked to text her 
friends while they binged the same series separately. “We can’t be together 
for Orange Is the New Black, but we’|] text each other.” 


Interviewees described binge-watching along a continuum of attentive to 
inattentive, which I coded as the Viewer Attentiveness Spectrum (VAS). 
More attentive bingeing is a focused study of the text that is both 
entertaining and educational, often motivated by the need to catch up or feel 


narratively immersed. Less attentive bingeing is almost always for 
relaxation, nostalgia, and distraction. The level of attentiveness is a product 
of the content, but interviewees determined which content they watched 
based on how attentive they wanted to be. Sixty-minute serial dramas like 
Mad Men (2007-2015) and Homeland (2011-) are series that demand 
attentiveness. Episodes often end with cliffhangers that entice viewers to 
stay tuned. During more attentive bingeing, the goal is to actively absorb, 
analyze, and be immersed in the content, which may be narratively complex 
and emotionally taxing. Some interviewees noted that they rewind and re- 
watch scenes to improve their understanding of the plot, characters, and 
dialogue. “Like House of Cards, if I was getting up to drink something, I 
would hit pause because the text is complicated.” The complication is part 
of the entertainment and the allure to keep watching in high VAS bingeing. 


Viewers described the content that they binge-watch less attentively as 
“background noise,” which “doesn’t take a lot less effort” to watch. 
Although they may have the series on for several hours, they reported doing 
other activities such as “folding laundry,” “cooking dinner,” and “grading 
papers” while the episodes played. Interviewees named sitcoms with single- 
episode plots like The Office (2005-2013) and Parks and Recreation 
(2009-2015), procedural dramas like Law and Order and House (2005— 
2012), and reality shows with formulaic structures and frequent recaps like 
19 Kids and Counting (2008-2015) and Keeping Up with the Kardashians 
(2007-) as the series they binged less attentively. Interviewees seemed 
aware of a connection between VAS and content. Many respondents 
reserved attentive bingeing for longer periods of downtime, like vacation; 
less attentive bingeing was for any time they wanted to “relax and just have 
something on.” Re-bingeing a series also tends to be lower VAS, 
particularly for comedies. 


A few interviewees referred to highbrow versus lowbrow content as a factor 
in the type of binge-watching they did, but most stated that the difference in 
VAS was determined by the structure and complexity of the series. “If 
you’re watching an episode of Lost,” said one Philadelphia graduate 
student, “and there’s a sandwich in one scene, you need to know where that 
sandwich is, or you miss something.” Noticing such details may be crucial 
in a mystery; in a sitcom they are usually less relevant to the experience. “I 


don’t pause or rewind,” said an interviewee of her less attentive bingeing of 
Arrow (2012-) on Netflix. “I could be in the kitchen making coffee, then 
five minutes later I come back and [the Arrow] is still beating people up. I 
don’t feel the need to stop everything and obsessively watch something like 
that. It takes a lot less effort to watch a series like Arrow than a series like 
House of Cards or Game of Thrones, which would be one I would pause.” 


Viewers found advertising more intrusive for series that they were watching 
attentively. A clever viewer described his strategy of “DVRing” the first 20 
or so minutes of Mad Men so that he could then begin the episode and fast- 
forward through commercials as the series aired. This sensitivity to 
advertising extends to product placement. “If Don Draper [the protagonist 
of AMC’s Mad Men, played by Jon Hamm] is drinking Coke during a 
meeting that makes sense,” the viewer told me. “But if Ned Stark [Sean 
Bean’s character on Game of Thrones] had a Coke in his hand, it just 
wouldn’t make sense in that world.” The viewer’s attention would be called 
to this inconsistency, which would pull him out of the story. At the same 
time a series that demands greater attentiveness, like Game of Thrones, “is 
just better when you binge-watch it.” Comments like these indicate that 
narrative immersion and attentiveness work symbiotically to enhance the 
experience of binge-watching while simultaneously being enhanced by the 
act of binge-watching. Through their narrative form, lower VAS series tend 
to be less immersive, which affords more mental energy for multitasking as 
well as less hostility toward commercial interruption. 


Bingeing Motives 


Everyone I spoke with reported at least three of the following reasons for 
binge-watching: (1) enhanced viewing experience; (2) sense of completion; 
(3) cultural inclusion; (4) convenience; (5) catching up; and (6) 
relaxation/nostalgia. Almost all interviewees stated that watching an entire 
season at once was more pleasurable than having to wait a week between 
episodes, though one self-described obsessive viewer said she was glad she 
had to wait for some series because “I can’t control myself.” Interviewees 
also preferred the Netflix model of full season releases to the traditional one 
episode per week broadcast model. “Even if I don’t watch the whole season, 
I like to have the option.” The perceived authenticity of this enhanced 


viewing experience was a common theme I found. An interviewee told me 
that bingeing is how a series “should be watched” because it allowed him to 
“get inside the writer’s head.” If each season of a series is written as a 
unified arc, then binge-watching allows viewers to experience the arc 
without interruption. This perception of scriptwriting appears to reinforce 
the value of binge-watching over the traditional once-per-week tune in. 


Interviewees also felt that the variety and quality of content had improved 
with binge-watching. “There are so many shows out there that are so good,” 
one interviewee said proudly. “You read more articles about award show 
snubs than about the shows that win the awards.” I coded an underlying 
sentiment that binge-viewers bore some responsibility for making 
programming “more intelligent” and prolific over the past five years. This 
jibes with the Netflix narrative that binge-watching empowers viewers by 
giving them control over programming.2= Interviewees cited the ability to 
create lists and to rate series as empowering, though no one stated that those 
ratings directly changed programming. Instead, the perception was that 
producers were responding to the increased attention afforded through the 
technology. “There’s just so much goodness,” said one respondent with the 
wistful esurience of an epicure at an endless feast. While the empowerment 
narrative of bingeing was subtly laced through my interview transcripts, 
viewers openly cited their ability to communicate instantly about series 
with other viewers around the world as evidence of their power to indirectly 
affect programming. Viewers rarely expressed concerns about providers 
surveilling their viewing habits—in fact, some seemed heartened that their 
preferences could be heard and potentially affect content. 


Several interviewees said that being able to finish a series immediately was 
a motivation for binge-watching. The convenience of completion speaks to 
the control that binge-watching technology affords viewers: “If I want to 
watch two whole seasons of Friday Night Lights (2006-2011) in a weekend 
I can ... and I have.” Another told me, “I hate waiting a week to watch the 
next episode.” Being able to watch whenever you like was a benefit often 
cited. “A lot of times I’m at the office until nine at night, so I can’t tune in 
like my parent’s generation,” said the 30-year-old writer. The convenience 
of the technology also allows viewers to be picky. “I don’t have to watch a 
show when it comes on because it’s only on then. I can wait to read reviews 


or see what my friends say about it.” As a result viewers may watch more, 
but that they may also watch more selectively. 


The ability to participate in a series’ discourse community motivates some 
of the longest binges. Interviewees were bashful about admitting that they 
had watched hours of programming in a short period of time so that they 
could “fit in” with friends, colleagues, and strangers, though as they opened 
up during our conversations, I observed cultural inclusion to be a consistent 
motivator of binge-watching. One interviewee who works at a large, public 
university described a group of colleagues whom she respects discussing 
Orange Is the New Black. “I wanted to be part of the cool club,” she 
admitted. This kind of discourse group also serves to filter viewing 
selections. Because the interviewee admired her colleagues, she perceived 
their discussion as evidence of the series’ culturally relevance. 


Less professional discourse groups provide different motivations for binge- 
watching. Two interviewees reported binge-watching House of Cards 
because they knew friends would be talking about it on social media, and 
they did not want the surprises spoiled. “I’d have to avoid human contact,” 
one joked. The cultural inclusion motivator extended to online 
communities. Some expressed a guilty sense of pride at what posting about 
a series signified. To announce you have Netflix or HBO is to make an 
announcement of class. A 37-year-old investor considered himself 
“ontologically incompatible” with anyone who likes Friends (1994—2004). 
“We can work together, but we can never understand each other.” 


Viewers’ inclusion in online discussions can also motivate them to binge- 
watch, but it carries a burden of obsessiveness. “I used to participate in fan 
communities,” one interviewee told me ruefully. “It was such a time suck.” 
She quit when she found a job. Respondents also noted changes in the 
viewing discourse communities afforded by technology. “We don’t have the 
water cooler conversations anymore,” a 54-year-old media professor told 
me. “Because of Netflix we just don’t have to wait until Friday to talk about 
Must See TV [from Thursday night].” Another interviewee believed there 
was more talk. “The way we watch is really communal right now,” she said 
referring to the online conversations that take place through social media. 
Viewers appreciate the communal and empowering aspects of these 


communities, but they also recognize the extra time participation requires in 
addition to the hours they already spent watching. “I had to quit,” said the 
interviewee who found a job. “It was too much.” 


There were three people who described themselves as compulsive readers 
and compulsive watchers. A 28-year-old real estate developer told me. 


I’m either going to hate it or I’m going to like it, and if I like it ’m 
going to watch all the episodes in a week. I do the same thing with 
books. Once I start a book it’s very difficult for me to put it down. I 
will sit there for 18 hours with a book. I don’t know if that’s related or 
my personality, but that’s the way I am.... There’s this feeling inside 
me, and I want all my questions answered ... and it’s on Netflix so I 
can keep going.... I get a sense of relief when I finish. I have to finish. 


That same interviewee also admitted that her need to complete a series was 
“a problem.” For these people the sense of completion was the most 
powerful motivation for binge-watching. “I can go on until there’s no more 
show.... I’ve never met anyone who consumes media the way I do.” One 
interviewee stated that he refused to start a series until he knew it had 
ended. “I need to know that I can complete it.” The need for completion 
often led to the longest binges and was often associated with negative 
feelings. Netflix’s Post-Play function, which starts the next episode in a 
series automatically, makes stopping harder. While the function improves 
narrative immersion, it may lead to more compulsive viewing than 
traditional television or even DVDs where a viewer has to get up and insert 
a new disc. Even viewers who had attentively binged series that they 
thought of as highbrow sometimes felt they had “over-binged.” Others felt 
this was a ridiculous notion. “I only feel bad about binge-watching if the 
show sucks,” the software engineer quipped. At the same time he also 
mentioned feeling anxious about all the series he “has to watch,” and he 
stated that he didn’t binge-watch during vacations. For him binge-watching 
was “like a job,” albeit one that he enjoyed. 


The Structure of Binge Feelings 


My conversations indicate that viewers have an ambivalent relationship 
with binge-watching. Interviewees described the variety of viewing 


platforms and the breadth and quality of content as “amazing” and 
“overwhelming.” They described the viewing controls as “convenient,” and 
the ability to watch “whatever, whenever, without commercials” as 
empowering. But interviewees also expressed regret at the compulsiveness 
the controls and ability could cause. “Netflix is the devil!” one interviewee 
joked in reference to the company’s Post-Play function. “You have to tell 
Netflix not to play the next episode.... You could be dead, and the episodes 
would keep playing.” At the same time, interviewees felt entertained by and 
excited about binge-watching. Many felt that producers now cater to binger- 
viewers with better series than traditional broadcast television. “I think the 
way writers are writing now is different,” the real estate developer told me. 
“Tt is accommodating to a smarter audience—one that has access to every 
other viewer and episode online.” These observations confirm some the 
findings of the PwC survey of new television habits.2° 


About half of the interviewees noted similarities with binge-watching and 
reading. The South Jersey graduate student argued that binge-watching 
House of Cards was more intellectual than reading Fifty Shades of Grey 
(2011). “Why isn’t that binge-reading?” she demanded. The convergence of 
books and video onto portable technology appears to be blurring traditional 
distinctions between book reading and television watching, while the 
perceptions of the quality and cultural position of television are rising. This 
may contribute to the sense of pride or reduced shame of high VAS 
bingeing, particularly of “highbrow” content. “I can take my Netflix library 
on vacation.... [I]t’s my beach reading,” a Philadelphia-area graduate 
student boasted. 


Interviewees also used terms typically associated with addiction 
(compulsion, withdrawal, overdose, functional binger, etc.) to describe their 
binge-watching habits. Some reported feelings of regret and self-loathing 
after longer binges. The engineering student told me that binge-watching 
when she has a hangover makes her feel “like a loser.” No one reported 
losing a job or a relationship because of bingeing, although several 
interviewees admitted being less productive because of long binges. 
However, their admissions were often tempered with pride, particularly 
after binges of “highbrow” content. “I’m such a nerd,” said one interviewee 
while proudly describing how he had “re-binged” Mad Men on Netflix. 


Terms associated with endurance sports such as “hitting the wall,” “second 
wind,” and “commitment” were also used to describe binge-watching. The 
connotations associated with marathon differ from those of binge, though 
some viewers used them interchangeably for television.22 One interviewee 
corrected me at the start of the interview: “I hate the term binge-watching, I 
prefer the term marathoning ... binge-watching sounds like something 
guilty.... Bingeing is never seen as something healthy.” Despite 
Pheidippides’s fate, marathons are seen as healthier than binges. 


Interviewees characterized low VAS bingeing as a worse use of their time 
than more attentive bingeing. Satisfaction derived from the 
relaxation/nostalgia motive was described as short-lived, particularly with 
reality shows.8 “I’m not going to sit there and marathon [Here Comes] 
Honey Boo-Boo (2013-—2014).” However, some intentionally avoided series 
that they felt they would need to watch attentively because of the time 
commitment. “I’m afraid to get into a series like Doctor Who (1963-1989, 
1996, 2005-); that would be two months of my life.” That same interviewee 
—a mathematics doctoral student in Philadelphia—was comfortable 
bingeing episodes of the animated comedy Family Guy (1999-2001, 2005-) 
because he could stop watching it more easily and had seen most of the 
episodes before. He was a compulsive reader motivated to binge-watch by 
the sense of completion. The longest and most obsessive binge-watching is 
usually more attentive, though these are also the binges of which people 
seem most proud. This may be related to the higher cultural status of series 
that require attentive bingeing. The closer to literature the programming 
appears to be, the healthier its obsessive consumption appears to feel. 


Ambivalent Medium 


As cultural anthropologist Grant McCracken points out, television is no 
longer the “vast wasteland” described by Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) Chairman Newton Minow in 1960, but an engrossing 
and rewarding cultural space: “TV has changed and we are changing with 
it.”°2 The Idiot Box narrative though is difficult to shake, but here’s a 
suggestion: embrace it. If binge-watching is an escape from reality, so be it. 


After all, how focused is our multi-tasking reality today? When a binge- 
viewer attends one series for four hours, it may be his/her most focused 
activity all day. When s/he binge-watches to relax, s/he can now do so with 
more control and variety than in the homogenous Camel Caravan era.&2 
When you binge-watch you do not channel surf, you do not have to watch 
commercials, and you can move about the series, and the world, freely. You 
make a conscious choice to closely read a text or to relax with soothing 
background sounds and old favorites. High VAS binge-watching is akin to 
reading a book in structure and practice, if not in medium. Serialized 
dramas are divided into consecutive episodes, often called chapters, while 
their content is consumed sequentially like a novel.®! Chapters often 
conclude with an unresolved conflict to stoke curiosity. Cliffhangers have 
been used for decades in television, but today’s technology and the Netflix 
delivery structure have empowered viewers to scratch that itch now, like 
with a book, rather than waiting a week for the next thrilling installment. 


Perhaps the medium is perception, but the medium is changing. You can 
now carry a library of books and series on the same device and consume as 
much as you like. But television’s passive/addictive narrative is still 
connoted in the word binge.®2 Imagine you spent the weekend reading a 
great book. You stayed up late turning pages and woke up early excited to 
jump back in. Maybe you finished the book in one epic sitting, or you 
devoured it in several bites. Would you feel ashamed of dedicating your 
whole weekend to reading? Would you feel embarrassed to tell colleagues 
or friends? Should spending your weekend engrossed in a television series 
be different? 


Culturally the difference is perceptual: books are traditionally associated 
with eggheads, television with couch potatoes. Although media scholars 
and journalists have long insisted otherwise, my interviews suggest that 
people still perceive reading books as a culturally and intellectually superior 
activity to watching television.©2 The terrain of television’s cultural value is 
being rearticulated, but it is a slow process. Younger viewers tend to 
differentiate between Netflix binge-watching and television technology, 
while older viewers do not. There were some interesting contradictions 
during the interviews, for instance this exchange with the South Jersey 
graduate student: 


RESPONDENT: TV with commercials is so boring. I have neglected 
TV. 


E.S.: You don’t consider Netflix to be TV? 


RESPONDENT: Oh. I do.... Actually maybe I don’t. Haha! Sorry 
that’s not helpful. 


E.S.: No, it is. 


RESPONDENT: I think of TV as traditional, turn on the TV when a 
favorite show is on or maybe channel surfing. My TV watching is 
much more purposeful now. I don’t channel surf as much. TV is more 
an active activity for me now rather than passive? If that makes sense? 


Netflix has a lot to do with the shifting perception, but aspects of the old 
stigma remain and are evident in the guilt with which interviewees perceive 
their binge-watching. As one compulsive viewer admitted to me at the end 
of the interview, “I’m going to have a lot to think about as I reevaluate my 
behavior.” Although she chuckled at the statement, it was clear she felt 
guilty about how much television she watched. The stigma is rooted in 
popular perceptions of television consumption. If television’s content is 
cultural fast food then its consumer must be a tasteless, morbidly obese 
glutton for the lowest common denominator. But as John Fiske points out, 
“The lowest common denominator may be a useful concept in arithmetic, 
but in the study of popularity its only possible value is to expose the 
prejudices of those who use it.”© Netflix is rebranding television as a 
gourmet meal, and the viewer an epicure. Media corporations may be 
getting richer the more that idea is swallowed, but so too are the content and 
audience experiences. But gluttony can happen in a three-star restaurant 
where the chefs still “worship at the altar of audience ratings.”© If you 
believe that binge-watching has liberated audiences, you must appreciate 
the irony that the expression of that freedom is massive, obsessive 
consumption. The struggle for control of meaning making is bound by the 
liminality of the binge-viewer’s identity and his/her practice of binge- 
watching. 


This convergence of technology and culture is complicated and indeed 
seismic.©° Binary theoretical oppositions are insufficient to unpack it. To 
appreciate its nuances we must understand that binge-watching cannot be 
either positive or negative, cultural or structural, but an evolving human 
experience driven and energized by contradiction. Through this lens, a 
binge-viewer can be a bookworm and a couch potato. Binge-watching can 
be an addictive behavior and a meditative one. That is the ambivalence, 
rooted in the contradiction of pleasure negotiations that these conversations 
demonstrate.®4 As media scholars analyzing binge-watching and Netflix, we 
should consider what C.W. Mills called the “sociological imagination”—a 
perspective that allows the observer to occupy multiple subject positions 
simultaneously.°2 Doing so promotes a mirroring of subject and object: the 
(ad)vantage of seeing the forest and the trees. 
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Narrowcasting, Millennials and the Personalization 
of Genre in Digital Media 


ALISON N. NOVAK 


In 2006, Netflix announced a $1 million prize for research teams who could 
successfully help them improve their rating algorithm. The goal was to use 
the large amounts of data collected from users to make better film and 
television suggestions for individual users. By 2012, researchers dedicated 
over 2,000 hours to combine 107 algorithms that would produce automated 
recommendations for users. Netflix branded this addition to the platform as 
a feature of personalization, control, and convenience, and remarked on its 
innovation in the online streaming world.2 Regarding Netflix’s ongoing 
push towards improving the automated system, scholars noted that while 
the improvements were innovative, the practice of making suggestions to 
viewers was already in place as a far-reaching trend known as 
“narrowcasting.””2 


This essay explores the drive towards narrowcasting and Netflix’s practice 
of making personalized recommendations for users based on its rating 
system. While narrowcasting has been an industry norm for years, its 
oppositional relationship to the historical model of broadcasting suggests 
that Netflix’s personalization is a force of change within the film and 
television industry. Today, many other platforms share Netflix’s 
narrowcasting model and make personalized recommendations for users 
through collected data. Therefore, this essay looks at how narrowcasting is 
presented to users, and how the practice is embraced or understood—both 
important and timely issues due to the rising popularity of streaming media. 


Importantly, this study considers these reactions while looking at a specific 
audience of Netflix: 13- to 33-year-old users, also commonly known as 
“millennials.” Previous research has indicated that millennials are the 
largest and most coveted demographic group for media producers. 


However, relatively little is known about their relationship to 
narrowcasting, and previous research has made predictions regarding their 
ability (or lack thereof) to be critical to media platforms and suggested 
content. Ultimately then, this study seeks to add to our knowledge of this 
rising group and their relationship to a growing media trend. 


Netflix, Algorithms and Data Mining 


Years after the 2006 Netflix Prize, Vice President of Product Innovation and 
Personalization Algorithms, Carlos Gomez-Uribe, revealed that the 
company employs more than 800 engineers responsible for developing 
recommendation algorithms and maintaining the personalization of the 
site. At the heart of the operation are data algorithms, which analyze user 
behavior in an effort to make specific content recommendations. This 
requires that user actions are recorded and then analyzed. Netflix Engineer 
Director Xavier Amatriain states: 


We know what you played, searched for, or rated, as well as the time, 
date, and device. We even track user interactions such as browsing or 
scrolling behavior. All that data is fed into several algorithms, each 
optimized for a different purpose. In a broad sense, most of our 
algorithms are based on the assumption that similar viewing patterns 
represent similar user tastes. We can use the behavior of similar users 


to infer your preferences.2 


While Netflix uses individualized datasets to make recommendations, these 
are often based of larger trends among its 40 million users. Most of the data 
collected is used primarily for internal purposes to deliver personalized 
content to each account; however, the large amount of data also reveals 
overall trends. For example, Netflix engineers learned that while personal 
ratings of each movie are important, they are more likely aspirational rather 
than reflective “of daily activity.”® Therefore, the majority of 
recommendations are based on actual content viewed and the 
searching/browsing patterns of users, rather than what is explicitly noted by 
individuals. This is reinforced by research on “algorithmic culture” that 


argues algorithms and other digital information archiving is more indicative 
of users’ true identity than what they articulate on digital media.2 The larger 
practice of collecting user information is known as “data mining,” a term 
used by social and information scientists in their practice of identifying, 
collecting, and then analyzing big data. The desire for data mining 
develops from demands to thoroughly investigate how users interact with 
new technology, media, and digital platforms that are now commonplace in 
the twenty-first century. As such, data mining has received much attention 
and debate surrounding its use and role in user privacy.” 


This debate shows up frequently in conversations surrounding Netflix. 
Without a doubt, Netflix has revolutionized how site data is collected and 
analyzed. The Netflix Prize was aimed at doing just that. However, this 
collection of data is also viewed by some as an invasion of privacy, or as a 
way to hide the recording of specific user behaviors.12 Despite requiring all 
users to agree to an End User License Agreement spelling out the 
company’s collection and recording rights, a growing group of critics 
argues that these practices are problematic and potentially harmful to both 
users and the greater media industry. Felix Salmon of Reuters suggests that 
while Netflix states this data collection is used for making personalized 
recommendations, the actual content provided on the instant-streaming 
platform challenges this belief. 


The original Netflix prediction algorithm—the one which guessed how 
much you’d like a movie based on your ratings of other movies—was 
an amazing piece of computer technology, precisely because it 
managed to find things you didn’t know that you’d love. More than 
once I would order a movie based on a high predicted rating, and 
despite the fact that I would never normally think to watch it—and 
every time it turned out to be great. The next generation of Netflix 
personalization, by contrast, ratchets the sophistication down a few 
dozen notches: at this point, it’s just saying “well, you watched one of 
these Period Pieces About Royalty Based on Real Life, here’s a bunch 
more.” Netflix, then, no longer wants to show me the things I want to 
watch, and it doesn’t even particularly want to show me the stuff I 
didn’t know I’d love. Instead, it just wants to feed me more and more 
and more of the same, drawing mainly from a library of second-tier 


movies and TV shows, and actually making it surprisingly hard to 
discover the highest-quality content. 


Salmon indicates that Netflix’s data mining is falsely described as making 
the user experience better, when in reality it actually hinders the user’s 
ability to see desired content. These concerns echo similar debates 
surrounding the emerging trend of narrowcasting. 


Narrowcasting 


In the early 1960s and 1970s, those studying television and the growing 
cable industry spoke frequently about the potential for content 
specialization and personalization of the television experience for every 
audience./4 Although still early in its theoretical foundation, narrowcasting 
began to take shape as an ideal and goal for future cable businesses that 
sought to deliver individualized content to small segments of the public. 
Whereas early business models of cable desired to deliver generalized 
content to large segments of the population, the drive towards maximizing 
profits lead business leaders to dream of creating specialized series, movies, 
and television experiences for each audience member. Despite this 
optimism for the future, narrowcasting as a practice developed in film and 


television in the 1980s, decades after the original vision.12 


Narrowcasting is defined as the process of reaching audiences by 
identifying facets of users’ identity to target programing and genres. This is 
the process of creating or displaying content in a way that targets small, 
specific portions of the audience. Throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, 
networks and advertisers turned their attention to producing specific 
televised content for targeted audiences. Economically, the goal was to 
identify a small subset of the larger audience, research and build an 
understanding of their needs and interests, and then create content 
specifically for those groups. In return, these groups were thought to be 
more loyal, more attentive and more willing to share messages from those 
series and media producers. Narrowcasted content was levied as a way to 
forge stronger bonds between media producers and small subsets of the 


population, thus encouraging the perception of a one-to-one relationship 
emerging within the mass medium. 


Furthermore, early proponents of narrowcasting argued that this trend could 
assist producers in developing programing that showcased underrepresented 
or marginalized groups. Beretta E. Smith-Shomade notes that 
narrowcasting was “heralded as a viable prescription for global 
understanding,” a path for producers to include previously taboo or 
unpopular topics and genres for smaller, accepting audiences. Likewise, 
Susan Tyler Eastman, Sydney W. Head, and Lewis Klein add that 
narrowcasting emerged as a viable and economically appealing trend 
because the practice acknowledged that some facets of the population were 
currently underrepresented or left out of mass-appeal broadcasts.1® 
Narrowcasting reinforces previously successful economic models of 
identifying unmet needs of a population and subsequently creating and 
tailoring services to that group.“ As a result, narrowcasting is boasted as a 
democratic part of the future of media, one where more groups are 
represented, and more space is created for a variety of audiences (including 
those traditionally left out or ignored).18 


However, narrowcasting has also been critiqued for its inability to live up to 
the democratic promises first associated with its integration into media 
production models. Despite its ability to recognize and build programing for 
parts of the population who are traditionally left out, researchers argue that 
the audience is still spoken of as a homogenous group, especially 
considering how ratings are calculated and advertising dollars are spent.” 
The priority, particularly when it comes to television, is still to generate 
small numbers of programs that target large facets of the population, rather 
than many programs that target small facets of the population.22 As a result, 
narrowcasting’s presence in traditional media formats, including television, 
radio, and film has been subject to critique from academics and industry 
professionals. Many acknowledge that although tailoring media content to 
specific segments of the population is a regular practice, the democratic 
potential of narrowcasting has not yet been met.2! 


However, narrowcasting’s appeal is not limited to traditional media formats; 
today’s digital media is filled with examples of platforms, websites, and 


services designed for and dedicated to small, specific audiences. Peter 
Ludes notes that in digital technologies and media, narrowcasting is often 
associated with audience fragmentation, where audiences are broken up into 
smaller subsets.** This results in tailored advertising campaigns to those 
small audiences, thus making the small groups more valuable than large, 
diverse ones. Although strikingly similar to narrowcasting in description, 
researchers have identified two ways that fragmentation differs. First, 
narrowcasting is related to content creation for entertainment and 
informational purposes. Fragmentation relates to advertising or narrowing 
down audiences for delivery to an outside content producer (generally in 
marketing).22 Second, fragmentation is the result of identifying small 
subsets of the population, while narrowcasting is the process of separating 
audiences from each other.*4 While each practice might reinforce or affect 
the other, they are viewed as two distinct practices. 


A frequent area of inquiry in narrowcasting in digital media has been 
looking at how audiences are identified and targeted in political 
campaigning.2 These studies emphasize that online platforms including 
social media, tracking software, and electronic communication enable 
major digital organizations to record substantial information about users, 
and sell large datasets to advertisers, who then can create marketing 
materials (e.g., ads and pop-ups) tailored to specific groups identified as 
possible supporters.2° Digitally, narrowcasting has been identified as a 
global paradigm shift in economics and production.22 Five of six of the 
largest, most successful international media conglomerates have adopted 
some type of narrowcasting strategy in their creation of digital content, 
including Internet and mobile television.2® This includes the creation of 
specialized websites, advertisements, and videos available to audiences 
based on their user profiles and other collected information from their 
digital experiences. Helen Wood notes that the prevalence of narrowcasting 
in digital content has created a demand for new ways of identifying and 


measuring audiences.22 


This has also resulted in increased revenue for digital media providers who 
implement narrowcasting into their platform. TechWeb argues that revenues 


from narrowcasting increased 90 percent from 2005 to 2009, and are 
continuing to rise each year.22 Advertisers are willing to pay for their 


content to be delivered to smaller audiences because the rate of success is 
higher. Similarly, platforms offering narrowcasting platforms such as 
Netflix and YouTube have seen their own profits increase because of the 
convenience offered to potential users. As a result, WirelessNews.org 
named digital narrowcasting its 2007 trend to watch, recognizing that 
companies that branded themselves as narrowcasting and personalizing 
content for users were going to become more profitable and popular within 


the next ten years.24 


Millennials and Media 


Among the groups narrowcasting sought to identify and create content for, 
millennials and American youth emerged as a targeted demographic. 
Although scholars debate the classification of millennials as under- 
represented in the mass media, without a doubt, new narrowcasting 
platforms and content such as Netflix sought to attract the coveted 
demographic. Jennifer Gillan notes that American youth are now used to 
content and recommendations made based on their demographic data, as 
this trend emerged long before online and digital streaming.24 American 
youth growing up in the 1990s found that content was regularly 
narrowcasted towards them, meaning created to engage and attract the 
group in an effort to gain popularity and advertising dollars. 


The millennial generation was born between 1981 and 2001, and is 
sometimes called “Generation Y” or “Digital Natives.” One of the largest 
generational groups in history, the demographic has not escaped academic 
or mainstream criticism for its relationship to media and digital platforms. 
A frequent assessment of the group is that its expectation of narrowcasting 
and targeted media content has produced a narcissistic or self-absorbed 
generation.22 Marketing Weekly News reported that millennials expect their 
digital platforms to present recommended content (including news, 
advertising, and entertainment) that fit with their interests and personality. 
Narrowcasting is no longer just a technique used to make the platform stand 
out; it is now an expected part of the media experience for millennials. This 


in turn, means millennials expect to see programing and recommended titles 
that reflect their own lives, thus producing a narcissistic label. 


Similarly, other research has identified millennials as lacking critical media 
skills necessary to help them understand long term consequences of 
framing, agenda setting, and even narrowcasting. D.T.Z. Mindich suggests 
that as millennials engage with less traditional sources of news (newspaper, 
radio, and television) and increasingly rely upon new media (Internet- 
enabled technologies), they become complacent (in comparison to other 
generational groups) and accepting of content presented to them.*4 Rather 
than seek out information, they are too reliant upon media producers 
tailoring content to their interests, therefore making them less likely to think 
negatively or even critically about media practices. 


However, other scholars suggest that millennials have found new ways to 
articulate their uncertainty about the changing media landscape. Although 
they still rely upon these platforms to provide tailored content, when 
qualitatively interviewed about their media consumption, they reflect 
discourses of active disengagement and an understanding of how to 
critically engage with the content presented to them. For example, Debora 
S. Vidali notes that millennials are keenly aware that tailored news and 
platforms present personalized media while leaving out other content 
deemed not of interest or not likely to be engaged with.*2 This awareness 
manifests when millennials discuss their reactions to media platforms, but is 
likely ignored in quantitative surveys designed to learn about millennial 
media habits. As a result, this essay will use qualitative journals as a means 
of understanding how millennials engage with narrowcasted content and the 
Netflix platform. In addition to exploring millennials reactions, the study 
will look for evidence of millennial critique or predictions of long-term 
consequences. 


Methods 


To investigate how millennials interacted with Netflix and understood 
narrowcasting, a journal analysis was completed. Previous research has 


identified journals as being a successful tool for learning about millennials 
media habits.2® Nick Couldry, Sonia Livingstone, and Tim Markham have 
previously examined how journals are useful in understanding the 
engagement of a user with information media.24 Journals are a critical tool 
to understand user experiences because they allow for immediate recording 
of reactions to media content, rather than waiting for an appointment with 
an interviewer. This decreases the risk of forgetting emotions or changing 
reactions to fit with an interviewers behavior. Similarly, Laura Harvey used 
journals to qualitatively study how individuals reacted to legal 
information.2® Journals are also important in recognizing the contextual 
experience of media viewing. Niall Bolger, Angela Davis, and Eshkol 
Rafaeli suggest that journals allow users to describe the contextual 
experience of a media interaction, such as what else they are thinking about, 
working on, or paying attention to during a media engagement.=2 
Ultimately, journals allow users to document experiences, examples, and 
past stories that relate to the topic at hand. 


Respondents were selected for the project based on their enrollment in a 
general education course at a large northeastern university. The project was 
offered as an extra credit assignment for students who have a Netflix 
account and an alternative assignment was provided for students who opted 
not to participate. In total, 27 millennial-age students participated and 
submitted journal entries on their experiences with Netflix. Students were 
asked to write a one-time journal entry as a response to a Netflix themed 
prompt. The prompt asked participants to login into their Netflix account 
and look at recommended titles, content, and categories. Then, they were 
asked to reflect on these recommendations and the knowledge they had of 
Netflix’s practices. No prior instruction on Netflix was given to 
participants, meaning their reflections and information provided was based 
on individual knowledge and experience. 


Specifically, this study looked at how students explained Netflix’s practices 
and business model. The goal was to identify what information millennials 
had about the narrowcasting in the platform and what they thought the 
implications that practice would have on technological development and 
other facets of society. By providing an open-ended prompt, participants 
were encouraged to elaborate in a variety of ways including providing 


examples, making comparisons, or reflecting on long-term effects. As a 
result, the findings in this study provide insight into millennials 
understanding and reaction to narrowcasting and the Netflix platform. 


Findings 


Millennial journal entries revealed that the group is largely critical of the 
recommendations made through the Netflix platform, as well of the process 
and data collected by the company to develop targeted programing. Three 
topics were addressed by the entries and are explored below. These include: 
(1) identifying Netflix’s method; (2) reflecting on the user experience; and 
(3) making future predictions about the role of narrowcasting in media. 


Finding One: Method Identification 


Of the 27 millennials who submitted journal entries on Netflix, 20 
identified, explained, and analyzed the methods used by company to tailor 
recommendations and programing. Frequently, these explanations appeared 
early in the writing samples, and were used as a means of entry to talk 
about larger issues of privacy, ease-of-access, and data mining. 


Most millennials identified algorithms and computer learning strategies as 
Netflix’s method to making film recommendations. For example, a 20-year- 
old male said: 


Netflix uses algorithms and metadata to provide recommendations for 
users. These professionals are gaining intimate knowledge of your 
interests, emotions, and beliefs in order to gain a perspective of how 
you are so that the artificial intelligence can make a profile and try to 
curtail advertisements and certain recommendations based solely of 
this profile. A perfect example of this type of intelligence is Netflix. 


These posts strictly identify Netflix as a company seeking to learn more 
information about the user so that they may more finely make 
recommendations and maintain user loyalty and attention. Importantly, 


these reflections are mostly descriptive in nature, rather than critical or 
persuasive. This description is a technique used to introduce the topic and 
then later as evidence. 


There were also posts that delved deeper into the types of data collected by 
Netflix and the extent of their data mining. Participants clearly identified 
the outward limits of the company’s ability to target, monitor, and collect 
information about users. Again, these are descriptive reflections rather than 
a persuasive tone. Three other 20- to 25-year-old respondents said: 


Netflix digs deep and tracks: When you pause, stop, fast forward or 
rewind, the date and time you watch content, what zip code you are in, 
ratings, browsing and scrolling, searches and when you leave content 
and if come back. Netflix basically tracks every movement. A good 
thing about this analytic is that Netflix will know what shows are more 
likely to be canceled, or help deal with ending credits. 


Platforms such as Netflix are able to learn about your interests because 
they monitor what exactly you search, and exactly what movies you 
watch. After they gather this information, they analyze it in a database, 
and everything else that you do in your account, and then they are able 
to guess what movies they think that you would want to watch. 


Netflix learns about your interest by analyzing the different genres, 
titles, and actor based off of you history on the platform. While some 
of the recommendations are good, there are also some that are 
completely off. 


The two posts above particularly emphasize the participants’ focus on the 
personalization and extent to which user data is documented and analyzed 
to provide insight into customer preferences. The terms “monitor” and 
“tracks” suggest that participants understand the practices that are used 
regularly by Netflix to tailor content to the user. 


There were also posts that provided examples of the Netflix process in 
action. These examples demonstrate how aware participants are of the 
methods and uses of the data provided. Here, participants started to connect 
narrowcasting to their own lives, particularly emphasizing the 


recommendations made for their own accounts. The introduction of the 
subjective “TI” as well as sharing of personal experiences suggests that 
millennial participants are not only aware of the general practices of 
Netflix; they also understand how it influences their own lives. Three other 
participants added: 


For example, I watched a Disney movie and after I was done, Netflix 
recommended similar Disney movies. 


The more someone uses Netflix, the more the Netflix computer learns 
about the user. For example, if someone seems to be watching a lot of 
comedies, Netflix retains this information and suggests more comedies 
that it thinks the user may be interested in, and the process repeats. 


Like millions of other Americans, Netflix is an important part of my 
life. While there are still some shows that I will watch on an actual 
television, most of my TV watching occurs on Netflix. The more I use 
Netflix, the more it learns about me as a person. While this sounds like 
the worst nightmare for Dwight Schrute [Rainn Wilson] from The 
Office [2005-2013], it can still be beneficial to the user. Netflix learns 
about my viewing interest through several ways. First, is me watching 
shows or movies. If Netflix, sees that I am re watching The Office for 
the fourth time, it may recommend me to watch Parks and Recreation 
[2009-2015], which I am currently re watching for the second time, as 
that too is a quirky NBC sitcom. Second, Netflix has a rating system 
for its programming and I can give shows a rating from 1 to 5 stars. 
Netflix can use this and recommend me shows that are similar to the 
ones I give four or five stars. Third, you can also tell Netflix the type 
of genres you prefer. I like comedies, but I am not generally a fan of 
anime shows. Thus, Netflix will not recommend me something like 
that. 


These posts also describe how the relevant content worked within the 
context of their lives. The participants give Netflix agency in their 
description of the processes used to analyze user behaviors. Through 
phrases such as “Netflix sees” or “Netflix computer does,” the participants 
document the work being done by the company to be a part of their user 
experience. This agency will be discussed in the coming sections. 


However, some participants noted their confusion over the Netflix process 
and method. Seven of the 27 journals noted they were familiar with the 
general process, but still confused as to the specifics of how the system 
worked. Again, these entries connected the practices of the organization to 
the user experience. 


I am not sure exactly how it works, but I assume there are little people 
inside of the TV writing down notes (haha). The notes that these elves 
take aren’t always the best, because sometimes Netflix go off ina 
whole different direction regarding programs that its viewer would 
want to watch. 


In more appropriate terms though, Netflix offers relevant 
recommendations because it uses machine learning to create and 
compare the data of watch and search history for all of its users. 


The reflection on the process reveals that although contributors were never 
asked to address or describe how Netflix’s platform works, users are still 
aware and informed about narrowcasting’s presence and the methods used 
to achieve it. Overall, most of the participants reflected descriptively on the 
processes utilized by Netflix to tailor content selections. Importantly, most 
participant journals started with this description, which was then used as a 
point of entry to critique or analyze the success of these recommendations, 
which is described in the next section. 


Finding Two: User Experiences 


Similar to other studies on millennials and the media, journal entries in this 
study revealed that the group viewed narrowcasting in both positive and 
negative terms. However, these reflections were almost entirely focused on 
the user experience rather than larger implications of these trends. 


FAVORABLE ANALYSIS 


When discussing the positive traits of narrowcasting in Netflix, many 
identified recommendations as helpful features of the site, as they 


introduced users to new content or previously unknown films and television 
series. Two 18-year-old men and one 21-year-old woman added: 


This is really helpful seeing as though the Netflix library is so large to 
sift through the whole catalog to find a program to watch would take 
time that our fast paced short attention spanned generation would not 
like to waste just looking for something to watch. This technique is 
very good for business. There is also a list of titles dedicated solely to 
the programs that our social media friends have been watching. 


This is great considering that the best form of advertising for centuries 
had been word of mouth and personal testimonials. How great would it 
be to go to Netflix not knowing what to watch and seeing a list of 
things that your friends are watching? This creates intrigue and not 
only creates a larger list of recommendations for yourself, but also 
gives you something to talk about the next day with your friends. 


Netflix and computer learning in general can help people to discover 
things about themselves that they would probably never learn all on 
their own. Sometimes you need someone else to pick out your flaws to 
fix them, and then sometimes you need someone to pick movies and 
spam them along the “Recommended for [Name]” tab, the latter is 
Netflix. I can’t remember exactly what Netflix says about their 
computer learning, other than how simple recommendations make 
watching movies and shows. There’s not much more other than the 
facts I was dishing out earlier in this blog post. Netflix allows a lot of 
possibility for consumer to reach into the metaphorical bag and pull 
out a handful of excitement. 


Again, the emphasis here is on the user, and how the system benefits the 
individual. Rather than looking at how this may influence broader society, 
eight of the millennial participants in this study reflected on how 
narrowcasting influenced them or the people in their immediate 
surroundings. As two 18- to 25-year-olds noted: 


For me, these recommendations do fit my interest because it gives me 
options that I would like to see that I didn’t think of searching for. 
However, it also gives me new options that I never seen, but I usually 


have no interest in. I would say the recommendations have a 70 
percent success rate on my use of the platform. 


The benefits with this form of machine learning greatly outweigh the 
negative aspects. With the learning of your viewing preferences, 
Netflix basically takes the hassle out of search for something to watch. 
This type of computer learning is sold by providing a free trial for 30 
days with upon completion requires a monthly subscription to continue 
usage. 


These eight reflections ultimately focused on how the recommendations 
affected them. This is demonstrated through terms such as “I have” or “my 
interests.” These terms of reference are important as they denote who or 
what the millennial participants view as most important or critical to the 
Netflix platform. Previous research suggests that millennials often view 
their media use as individually, rather than socially impactful. However, 
while there is some evidence of this, there are also an equal number of 
journal entries that suggest greater society may also be impacted. These 
entries suggested that narrowcasting allowed users to access content that 
they may have otherwise ignored, thus exposing them to new points of 
view. On a large scale, this practice would help everyone become aware or 
have the opportunity to be aware of diverse points of view. As one 23-year- 
old participant put it: 


When I use Netflix, I do feel that the recommendations are fitting to 
my interests. I have found some of my favorite shows and series 
through the recommendations that Netflix suggests. I think the idea of 
computer learning is a good thing for society. On a positive note, 
computer learning makes it much easier for the user to find content 
that they already have a strong interest in. 


Importantly, posts like the one above suggest that millennials view media 
effects as important to both the individual user and larger society. This is an 
important finding, as it provides insight into how millennials view the role 
and impact Netflix has both on the media industry and culture. 


NEGATIVE ANALYSIS 


Alternatively, 18 entries discussed the negative features of Netflix and the 
narrowcasting process. First, many added that although the system was 
based on learning from your own, recorded behavior, the recommendations 
made were far from perfect. Thus, recommendations were a distraction or 
took up more time from the user as they attempted to wade through the 
imperfect fits. Sample responses in this category include: 


The downside is what we are limited to from recommendations. If we 
only watch what is recommended to us then we don’t see much of the 
other content that we may have an interest in, but YouTube doesn’t 
know about it. An example would be anomalies; things we don’t 
usually watch but occasionally search for. 


In theory this system should allow a person to seamlessly have 
enjoyable content delivered right to them. However, there is a problem 
with the relevance of these recommendations. First, Netflix asks you to 
rate content that you have viewed, assuming someone does rate every 
piece of content than I suppose the machine would be able to learn 
more about what an individual likes and be more accurate with these 
content recommendations. However, many people do not rate this 
content begging the question, how does Netflix know if you enjoyed 
what you have seen. I could watch ten awful pieces on Netflix and the 
site would just recommend other content I would dislike. Second, no 
matter how much the system tries to predict a person mood it cannot. 
Machine intelligence does not have emotions and simply cannot 
understand them. Maybe, I watched a romantic comedy because I was 
with a girlfriend and felt happy, and maybe I watched a break up 
movie because I was depressed because I had just had a relationship 
end. Those situations that evoke two emotions that are on the opposite 
ends of the spectrum are based of human situations that are semi 
uncommon in nature. Thus, the computers generations are probably 
going to have a somewhat skewed interpretation of an individual’s 
interests or desires. 


For me these recommendations do not fit my interests too much 
because I am not consistent with my selections. I do not us Netflix too 
often, and if I do my selections do not make too much sense. I will 


jump from watching movies like lord of the rings, to movies like 
happy gilmore [sic]. Also since i do not watch tv that often by myself, 
when i do watch it i usually have other people with me, and their 
opinion gets taken into consideration on my account, which would be 
inaccurate because its not me who is choosing the movie. 


Importantly, the reflections on the negatives of narrowcasting and Netflix 
were notably longer than the entries that framed the practice as a positive. 
This will be further analyzed in the discussion section. 


Next, there were journals that viewed the narrowcasting as a part of larger 
trends, such as privacy, artificial intelligence, and computer learning 
technologies. Netflix was then critiqued as having potentially negative 
ramifications on overall society, not just the user. One 19-year-old 
participant noted that 


while this computer learning may provide some convenient and useful 
elements to any application that utilizes such programming, there still 
remains the matter of privacy and identity. While computers analyzing 
human thought and behavior could lead to positive ramifications for 
education and ease of access, there still exists the common conception 
of computers learning too much and invading matters of privacy and 
security. While this may not be a matter of significance in regards to 
Netflix, other applications concerning more personal files and 
information bring these issues to light. Sensitive information becoming 
automated—while many companies reinforce their security—is still at 
risk of being compromised in some way. 


Here, it is clear that the millennial participants view Netflix’s practices as 
tied to larger social and media industry trends. As Netflix continues to 
recommend personalized content suggestions, the users describe their 
growing awareness of their data being used for overall negative purposes 
(despite the increasingly specialized content). 


There are also larger connections to the future of society and how 
narrowcasting could end up hurting the population over an extended period 
of time. Again, these reflections offer insights into both millennial 
participants and the perception of the future of technology. 


This artificial intelligence provided, I believe, will end up hurting our 
society but not before it helps our society first. When this AI comes to 
fruition where it is everywhere and anywhere, this will create more 
ease in our everyday lives basically because it is like having your brain 
in a computer, allowing for your thoughts to be captured perfectly. The 
problem that could happen with this AI technology is the lack of any 
need for human interaction or need for self-thinking. With the lack of 
self-thinking, the AI might then be able to overtake the whole of 
thinking for the user instead of the user generating their own content. 


I am usually an optimist, but I'll say that computer learning is bad for 
society. From just observing how YouTube operates, advertisers seem 
to benefit the most from computer learning. Advertising bothers me 
especially when they can target my interests. It’s bad enough that old 
media platforms like the newspaper, television, and radio are flooded 
with advertisements, but now advertisers can possibly use computer 
learning as a tool to use through new media platforms. 


These quotes demonstrate that many of the millennial participants viewed 
the practices of Netflix as related to larger social issues such as artificial 
intelligence and machine learning. Both Netflix and these practices are 
criticized for their impact on both the individual user and society, despite 
their success at providing personalized recommendations. This 
juxtaposition will be explored in the coming sections. 


Finding Three: Future Predictions 


The majority of participants thought that Netflix’s practices were just the tip 
of the iceberg of the future potential of narrowcasting, algorithms, and user- 
based data mining. These practices are linked together through the lens of 
the media industry and the users’ Netflix accounts. 


I think computer learning will continue in the future with the growth of 
artificial intelligence in more places. 


I don’t see how this learning is either good or bad. I think this is an on 
going case study for what people like since moods vary and peoples 
[sic] decision making for the next video varies. In terms of time, yes 


this can be time consuming since watching one video could turn into 
watching five videos or even twenty videos. Some benefits are that 
your searching is already done for you and you can find something 
within that subject that you didn’t know existed under a different title. 


In the future, I believe that computer learning will move to be more 
interactive and start to become even more closer aligned with the ideas 
of artificial intelligence. 


Specifically, these reflections above offered insight that narrowcasting and 
Netflix’s practices were the beginnings of a new standard of production in 
mass media. However, other participants were uncertain if these trends 
would eventually be positive or negative. 


I believe that computer learning will only continue to grow and evolve 
for better or for worse. Maybe at some point the government will get 
involved and limit how computer learning is being used and 
developed. I also see any type of evolution of this computer learning to 
actually take some time and possibly longer than my own life span. 


Computers will be able to predict and learn things that were never 
possible before. It is going to change the way content is created and 
presented to the user, and hopefully will be put to good use to impact 
online video streaming in a positive way. 


Except no matter what it’s being used for, it will always be a double- 
edged sword. Safety could turn into an invasion of privacy and 
exciting recommendations can turn into the annoyance of being more 
figured out than you thought. But I do think machine learning will 
continue to get more detailed and individualized in the future. I also 
think it will just link together and use information from all of the 
devices a person uses, more so than it does already. 


Netflix was also compared to other companies; illustrating how these same 
practices may be used or are already in use by other media organizations. 


I think computer learning will really advance in the future, like ... how 
Amazon is now delivering with drones in California, if it is a success it 


probably become worldwide in the matter of time. Computers will 
become faster and “smarter.” I don’t know how many times I’ve ended 
on YouTube longer than I originally intended because I just kept 
clicking more of the recommended, similar videos in the sidebar. I 
guess there is a chance that this technology could go too far and learn 
too much about our personal life but right now I can’t really think of 
any technology that could be that extreme. 


Overall, I think the learning technology of computers and things of the 
like will only get more accurate, and implemented into more 
platforms. It helps websites and advertisers target the consumer, 
especially since as a society, we constantly find ways to avoid 
advertising. We install Adblock on our browsers, DVR shows so we 
can fast forward through television ads, or get Netflix so we don’t have 
to spend $20 at the movies plus sit through all of those previews. 
Advertisers have to capture our attention because otherwise we will 
find a way around it, so this type of learning helps them find out 
exactly what we want to see so maybe we will sit through it and hear 
their message. 


The expansion of the scope of the journals is particularly interesting, as 
participants were only directly asked about their interactions with Netflix. 
Their inclusion of other businesses and industries suggests that the 
millennial participants viewed narrowcasting as a larger social and 
institutional trend, rather than something unique to Netflix. 


Finally, many participants referenced other events, films, and pop culture in 
an effort to describe their hesitations about how these trends might evolve 
over time: 


I really do think computer learning will continue in the future for a 
long time, even when we move to different platforms. They will 
become so advanced with AI, but will never have agency, or the 
human aspect of learning. It makes me think of the Terminator movies, 
where Skynet becomes self-aware and turns into actual intelligence. At 
that point we start playing God and question what actual intelligence 
is, with our without the human aspect. Even robots people are making 
are moving in that direction. They don’t have to be full-size, human 


replicas. I saw on the Science Channel a couple days ago about body 
suits that help people with disabilities regain their mobility. Those suits 
move based on sensors in the body. I know what was a bit of a tangent, 
but it’s still similar to computer learning. 


It is the culmination of these quotes and journal entries that present a 
complicated look at how millennials view the future of Netflix, the larger 
media industry, and narrowcasting. Most participants recognized Netflix’s 
practices and methods of data collection and linked them to larger social 
trends such as the reduction of privacy, growth of computer/machine 
learning, and even artificial intelligence. It is these connections that are 
perhaps most relevant to a reflection on Netflix, because of the often 
negative tone and criticism often levied by participants at these growing 
industry trends. 


Reflections 


The millennial participants in this study were highly aware of the 
technological platform and techniques employed by Netflix to collect user 
data and provide recommendations. The insight provided in these journals 
suggests that not only are participants aware of the techniques, they see 
potential positive and negative consequences in both the short- and long- 
term. While the previous section detailed the discourses found within the 
journals, this section will elaborate on the meaning of these findings and 
provide contextual information to for future research. 


Despite the open-ended prompt, millennial participants relayed a nearly 
uniform means of reflecting on Netflix and its narrowcasting techniques. As 
mentioned previously, many participants identified and described the 
techniques and technical process used to collect information about users 
and provide recommendations. Most participants not only identified the 
process, but also were able to use the language of narrowcasting and big 
data analysis to do so. Terms such as “computer-learning,” “artificial 
intelligence,” and “data mining” suggest that participants are well versed in 
these techniques. While the term narrowcasting was never used in the 


journal entries, participants correctly identified the process and techniques 
behind it. Even those who were not exactly sure of the process of Netflix 
and its narrowcasted recommendations understood that they were achieved 
by processes of tracking and monitoring. This is critical because previous 
research has suggested that millennials are unaware of the processes used to 
collect digital data and the role it has in their everyday lives. Contrary, this 
study suggests that not only are millennial participants aware of these 
procedures, they can also identify how it influences their user experiences. 


This may also give insight into why participants frequently noted that they 
favored the Netflix platform over other online streaming competitors such 
as Hulu. Netflix’s personalization process, despite its lack of public 
information about user data, was said to be more understandable than other 
media platforms. This is particularly clear in the journals’ connections to 
other media platforms, companies, and even film analogies. While there is 
still uncertainty associated with Netflix, there is also some confidence with 
the description of its process. This perhaps explains the popularity of the 
platform among millennials, although much more research will need to be 
conducted to support this hypothesis. 


Findings on the user experience and future predictions provide us with 
examples of how millennials view the role of the narrowcasting process 
moving forward. While most participants recognized there were some 
positives, including saving time, having a more meaningful media 
experience, and tailoring digital media options to personal preferences, 
more participants argued that the Netflix platform represented a long-term 
negative turn for the role of technology in everyday lives. Again, unlike 
previous literature that suggests millennials were born into a digital 
environment and thus are less critical of digital platforms and 
consequences, these participants demonstrated that they were both aware 
and concerned regarding the impact that these technologies may have on the 
future. 


Furthermore, although millennials are identified as being concerned with 
the implications technology may have on their own lives and not on society 
in general, these participants nearly all reflected on how Netflix’s practices 
are indicative of larger trends—and other companies—and may potentially 


negatively impact other people. While more quantitative work would need 
to be done to generalize these findings to the larger millennial population, 
this does suggest that effects are viewed as both individual and social within 
the Netflix platform. 


Because most participants identified the processes used by Netflix to create 
recommendations, they could also then critique the smaller technological 
elements that made up the larger effects. For example, four participants 
identified that many of the techniques used on Netflix are also the 
foundations of artificial intelligence technologies. Therefore, the journal 
was utilized as a means for looking at larger trends in digital data and 
technology. As with previous research, millennial participants in this study 
failed to take a hard stance on whether these technologies would have a 
positive or negative overall effect on either individual users or larger 
society. While not generalizable to the entire millennial population, these 
findings provide insight into the mindset of the generation. For example, 20 
participants identified how narrowcasting may have both pros and cons (the 
remaining seven did not discuss effects). However, this may be more 
reflective of the journal prompt than an actual finding regarding the 
millennial generation. The prompt asked participants to reflect on their 
experience after looking over their Netflix account. As a result, this implies 
that they would find both positive and negative aspects to the platform. 


Recruitment is also one possible reason for these findings. University 
Institutional Review Board policies on this project only allow for limited 
data collection using journal analysis. This means the analysis cannot make 
larger conclusions regarding gender, location, major, language, citizenship, 
or time with Netflix account. These are all considerations that need to be 
placed in the future. Other future research should identify how other age 
groups interact with Netflix and narrowcasting on other media platforms. 
Many participants here argued that sites such as Amazon, Hulu, and 
Facebook similarly integrate user content into recommendations. However, 
other methods such as focus groups or in-depth interviews should also be 
considered to clarify some of the original themes found within this study. 


The role of narrowcasting in creating programing and platforms for targeted 
audiences is a growing trend in the digital media industry. As a result, it is 


critical to understand how various audiences react to these evolving norms. 
The millennial generation, often viewed as narcissistic and lacking critical 
skills, not only recognized narrowcasting as a part of the Netflix platform 
but also had strong opinions regarding its long-term consequences in 
society. While not a generalizable finding, this seriously challenges 
previous estimates and theories regarding the influence of narrowcasting on 
young people and the digital media environment. 


Journal Prompt 


Thank you for participating in this journal study on Netflix. Below you will 
see a journal prompt. Please type your journal entry in the space below. 
When you have finished your submission, please click “complete” at the 
bottom of the screen. This will submit your entry and conclude your 
participation in the study. 


Before starting, login to your Netflix account and look at the 
recommendations for genres, titles, or actors. Consider how well they fit 
your interests, viewing history, or preferences. In the space below consider 
and answer the questions in narrative form. Use any examples, experiences, 
or other content to support your answer. 


How well do Netflix’s recommendations fit you? How do you think Netflix 
makes these recommendations or knows about viewing interests? Are these 
recommendations a positive or negative aspect of the site? 
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From Interactive Digital Television to Internet 
“Instant” Television 


Netflix, Shifts in Power and Emerging Audience 
Practices from an Evolutionary Perspective 


VIVI THEODOROPOULOU 


This essay examines users’ experiences with Netflix, focusing on the 
emerging viewing habits, consumption patterns, and preferences of early 
adopters in the United Kingdom, and seeks to identify what these users 
appreciate and dislike about streaming video technology. More pointedly, 
this essay relates Netflix early adopters to initial users of Sky Digital, a 
pioneering interactive satellite digital television (DTV) service of the early 
2000s and a Netflix precursor of sorts. Promoted with the slogan “Watch 
what you want, when you want”—one almost identical to Netflix’s 
messaging today—Sky Digital quickly grew into the most popular UK 
DTV service before being overtaken by Freeview, the terrestrial DTV 
operator, in 2007.4 Through a comparison of Netflix and Sky Digital, the 
essay illustrates how television and its audience are changing, how users 
respond to digital content, and the ways in which new habits develop 
around technological features offered by popular content services. 


The essay primarily relies on qualitative research consisting of 12 
interviews with UK Netflix users conducted between late 2014 and 2015. 
Linking broadcasting with online television, I juxtapose these interviews 
with older findings from quantitative and qualitative research on early Sky 
Digital subscribers conducted in the early 2000s. Netflix and Sky Digital 
were released to the public at different points in time and present different 
technological platforms and distinct ranges of content. Yet, the two 
platforms still share important qualities—including increased consumer 
choice and customized, targeted content offerings—and, notwithstanding 


modern audience practices, produce similar perceptions and habits among 
users. As such, this essay demonstrates how certain consumption patterns 
and preferences persevere over time, and that shifts in audience behavior 
always co-exist with continuity. Change does not happen swiftly; rather, it 
is iterative and progressive in nature. In other words, technological 
knowledge, invention and innovation, and the use of new technologies all 
develop in “path dependent” ways.* While they are rooted in the embrace of 
new practices and in our changing social and life circumstances, they are 
also based in past practices and experience. 


Netflix and Sky Digital’s Affordances and Adoption in the United 
Kingdom 


Netflix launched in the United Kingdom in January 2012. According to 
research from Ofcom, one in ten households had a subscription by the end 
of 2014.2 This signals that Netflix is at the early adoption stage of Everett 
Rogers’s diffusion of innovations model.4 Research shows that broadband 
television use in the United Kingdom continues to increase significantly, 
and on-demand services such as BBC iPlayer and Netflix are at the 
forefront of such a development. Beginning in the United States in 1998, 
initially as a DVD-by-mail rental service and then online video store 
providing access to films and television series at a relatively low fee, 
Netflix has shifted into a successful digital distribution platform that 
produces and streams successful content from the past and the present.® On 
Netflix, subscribers can access content when and how they want, thus 
turning the standard continuous television schedule, or broadcasting “flow,” 
into a thing of the past. Despite not publicly releasing specific ratings data, 
Netflix is now also famous for the quality and success of its in-house 
productions, largely credited to the platform’s algorithm, and manifested in 
its Primetime Emmy, Screen Actors Guild (SAG), and Golden Globe 


nominations.2 


In academia, policy cycles, and the industry, Netflix and other post-network 
services are thought to be significantly altering consumption patterns and 


audience habits and changing the face of home entertainment.2 For instance, 
Amanda D. Lotz explores the potential end of television viewing as a 
shared experience, while William Uricchio and Jenna Bennett suggest that 
modern television lacks the ability to shape daily life on a mass scale 
because of audience segmentation and diversification.12 Likewise, 
Elizabeth Evans details the ways in which online television consumption— 
including increased time- and place-shifting—may change our perceptions 
of what “television” actually is! Indeed, such explorations are needed to 
assess the change that new online television formats might bring—not just 
on production and distribution, but also for audiences and society at large. 
Netflix is at the forefront of such change due to its exceptional delivery 
system, the targeted, uninterrupted, and on-demand viewing it allows, and 
the overall control and flexibility it gives users. 


Yet, many of the changes proclaimed by Netflix were also proclaimed by 
DTV in the United Kingdom with the launch of the first DTV service, Sky 
Digital. Introduced at the turn of the century, Sky Digital was a 
subscription-based multichannel broadcasting service offering a multitude 
of entertainment options, including single-genre thematic channels as well 
as what were then considered groundbreaking, Internet-like interactive 
facilities (such as the “Open....” platform offering access to electronic 
games, emails, banking, and shopping).14 Sky Digital’s unprecedented 
choice of channels and content gave the user the freedom to focus on 
her/his favorite type of content or genre in one of the many thematic 
channels (including film, sports, news, documentary, kids, comedy, music, 
and much more). Sky Digital also offered a relatively limited option for 
users to intervene in the broadcasting process and manipulate the television 
schedule via time-shifting and (near) video on-demand features such as 
Pay-Per-View (PPV), TiVo, and Sky Plus./2 Though such services 
nowadays might be considered limited and primitive technologically, at that 
time they were seen as innovative and cutting edge. In a sense, then, DIV 
of that time could be considered an unsophisticated predecessor of Netflix. 


Digital Television, Its Early Audience and Some Parallels with Netflix 


When DTV was introduced in the United Kingdom, I studied how the first 
generation DTV audience responded to this new technology through a 
nationwide survey research of Sky Digital subscribers, followed by 15 
qualitative in-depth interviews with DTV users.4 My quantitative research 
showed that early users switched over from their analog television to DTV 
because of the wider choice of channels it offered (77 percent of users), the 
improved picture and sound (68 percent), the availability of more sports (49 
percent) and, interestingly, more film channels and film-related programs 
(32 percent)."2 In this respect, early DTV users exemplified an early 
preference towards thematic, singe genre channels, indicating an increased 
turn toward segmentation but crucially also toward customization and 
personalization. The timid acceptance of the PPV among DTV users also 
indicated this trend.1® Appreciation for customized and personalized 
content noticeably manifested during the early days of DTV and has clearly 
continued to evolve, and ultimately, has been further fostered by 
algorithmically driven platforms like Netflix. 


My research at the time also showed that for selecting and subscribing to 
the service of Sky Digital in particular, special offers, the free digi-box 
giveaways, and more competitive pricing were important incentives for 
users. It is also important to note that among the vast array of programs 
available to them, films were the most popular type of content early DTV 
users liked to watch (just over 69 percent of participants), and this was 
closely followed by comedies (just under 69 percent), sports (62 percent), 
and dramas (51 percent).14 This audience preference towards films and 
series is something that persists through the years and something that 
Netflix is capitalizing on today. On the whole, increased channel choice, a 
wider range of content, the introduction of more thematic channels, and 
affordability were the key attributes driving the take-up of Sky Digital in 


those early years.18 


Similar attributes such as low cost and perceived high value for the dollar, 
increased choice, quality content, and thematic programs (films and series) 
are today the forces behind Netflix’s appeal. In addition, the assumed “user- 
friendliness” of the service is a significant positive attribute for Netflix, as 
most interviewees attest. Signs of audience emancipation, and 
customization of viewing, together with the avid preference towards films 


and series, were all evident since the early days of DIT V—as they are 
evident, to an even larger degree, among Netflix users today. In what 
follows, I discuss how the appreciation of choice, control, content, and low 
cost matters for Netflix users and provide examples of their experiences. 
First, I provide a short description of my Netflix research methodology and 
sample, and discuss my Netflix interviewees’ key demographic 
characteristics, their views on Netflix’s cost and content, and their social 
and technological context of viewing. 


Netflix Interviewee Profile 


Netflix’s diffusion in the United Kingdom demonstrates relative fast 
adoption rates and, in this sense, a similar path to the very quick adoption of 
DTV when it was introduced in the country in late 1998.42 This fast 
adoption of Netflix indicates a certain attraction of subscribers to the 
service, and this essay identifies some of the reasons for it. Particularly, I 
discuss the appeal of Netflix, how UK users in their 30s and 40s consume 
content on this digital streaming platform, and why they subscribe to the 
service in the first place. The study draws on qualitative semi-structured 
and structured face-to-face and online interviews conducted between end of 
2014 and 2015. Given that Netflix does not readily provide public 
information about its subscribers and the fact that the service is admittedly 
at an early (if swift) stage of adoption in the United Kingdom, early 
adopters were not particularly easy to track. However, 12 users, recruited 
via acquaintances and snowball sampling, were interviewed in total. 


All subscribers of Netflix interviewed are in their 30s or 40s and in full- 
time work.22 They are of a high educational level (college degree and 
above); seven are men and five are women; one is single, three live with 
their partners, eight live with their partners and young children. Eight of the 
interviewees constitute four couples, though they were not interviewed as 
couples but as individuals. These interviews illustrate that most participants 
subscribed to Netflix because of the content offerings and the affordable 
cost. Regarding the quality, most interviewees find Netflix to offer a very 
high standard of content. Most interviewees also suggest that the Netflix 


free trial initially inspired them to try the service and that they are generally 
satisfied with the price of a monthly subscription. Thus, respondents say 
that Netflix offers strong value for the cost and highlight this as one of its 
primary assets. Much like in the case of Sky Digital and early DTV 
offerings, we see can see here that cost and free offers are crucial in 
“catching the consumer.”24 


Elizabeth Evans and Paul McDonald suggest factors such as range of 
content, cost, and ease of use as most essential in shaping consumers’ 
attitudes toward digital distribution services.22 Moreover, Phillip Napoli 
refers to “the easily searchable cornucopia of Netflix” and its great 
navigability as factors that enhance its use.?2 In line with such findings, 
most interviewees also note that Netflix is user friendly and easy to use, 
with a clean interface. Having said that, most participants do not find the 
recommendations or personalization system very helpful but rather just 
okay. Yet, many remained fascinated by the system; they are surprised at 
how frequently its suggestions fit their personal tastes. In terms of the 
interface used for viewing, just over half the participants watch Netflix on 
their television mostly and on their laptop, and the rest watch on their 
laptops and/or tablets but not on television. One couple also uses their smart 
television for Netflix viewing. As far as the social context of viewing is 
concerned, most interviewees watch Netflix alone or with their partners, 
family, and/or friends, while only two watch only by themselves. Having 
briefly described their basic demographics and family status, and 
quantified/ summarized the interviewees’ levels of satisfaction with the 
content and choice offered, the cost, and user-friendliness of the service as 
well as the technology they access Netflix from, I proceed with discussing 
how they use it, what they like about it, and how they develop habits around 
it, in more qualitative terms. 


Instant Television: On-Demand and Personalized Viewing 


Aligning with Hye Jin Lee and Mark Andrejevic’s analysis of second- 
screen applications and contemporary media devices, Netflix’s status as a 
time- and place-shifting technology allows viewers to watch the programs 


they want, on their terms, avoiding the constraints of standard television 
schedule while they can also skip the standard television advertisements.24 
All participants are attracted to Netflix principally because of its on-demand 
characteristics. They are content with the fact that they are liberated from 
the restrictions of the traditional television schedule. This characteristic of 
Netflix is taken up by users so as to fit their lifestyle and everyday life 
circumstances, and this is a reason why Netflix is so successful with 
subscribers. With this obvious flexibility, the service does not disrupt such 
everyday patterns or structures. In other words, Netflix permits for a firm 
and easy domestication.22 Participants’ age and working circumstances, 
their family life, domestic activities, and free time all play a role in how 
they use Netflix. Likewise, Netflix’s technological features, control over the 
scheduling, and the flexible viewing it allows play a role in enabling its 
easy incorporation in daily routines. As Leo, a 40-year-old busy 
professional working long hours, commented, “You watch whenever you 
want and wherever, at home, in the garden.... It’s convenient to have 
control. Who’s watching standard TV these days? Only my mother-in-law. 
She’s got the time. I don’t. I don’t have the time when the TV wants. I have 
the time when I have the time.” 


Leo believes that a service like Netflix is tailored for people his age, 
generation, and busy lifestyle. He went on to justify how, for people who 
work long hours in our days, Netflix provides an emancipatory potential 
and helps them control and structure their busy lives better. He said: 


You have to be over 35—40 [years old] to watch Netflix. Because these 
are the people who always want to watch TV but never can cause the 
standard TV program does not fit their daily life structure. But now 
they can watch when they want... .With standard TV you might want 
to watch but often you cannot. I can’t watch when I’m back from work 
because I have to walk the dog. But I can when I’m back from walking 
the dog. I’m more relaxed about it now with Netflix, because I can. 


Here, Leo gestures toward how Netflix caters to certain needs created by 
the new paradigms of work and labor and contemporary lifestyles that leave 
little freedom, in the sense of time, to engage with activities one likes. 
These also leave little room for unplanned or random activities, as Neil, 


another interviewee, mentions. Neil added to the discussion on this other 
dimension of Netflix viewing: that of planned, quality viewing and 
selectivity. Neil does not have a standard television set. Instead, he said that 
having instant access to television content means he can be more focused 
and selective with his viewing and be freed from the standard schedule at 
the same time: 


Having instant access to TV content, it means choosing to see [a 
program], when I want to see it. I do not like the idea of watching just 
whatever is on, or to have to live by a TV schedule, as is normal with 
linear delivery.... I do not use standard television, and have not used it 
for a long time. I would say that I am more likely to watch things I’m 
not really interested in on standard TV, which I dislike. 


This is similar to the comments of Lenny, a father of two, who noted that— 
even as he enjoys bingeing—he now plans and pre-selects his viewing on 
Netflix, meaning that his viewing of random programs on standard 
television has decreased. Mimi, a new mother, also enjoys the control over 
viewing that Netflix allows; yet, she identifies things she now misses out by 
not watching normal television. Her circumstances, much like those of Leo, 
mean that on-demand viewing is preferable due to its convenience. In her 
newly formed family structure with a new baby and new responsibilities as 
a mother, Mimi suggested that Netflix enables structured viewing and 
planned time to relax with television. She assured that being able to watch 
something when she can is “important because we have a set routine at 
home and on normal TV there’s nothing on. Obviously the drawback is that 
I don’t watch normal TV and am behind on news.” 


The participant’s last remark is indicative of a change in viewing patterns 
taking place when viewers focus on Netflix content alone and give up—or 
significantly decrease—their traditional viewing. Being caught up in the 
flow of the service and thus in touch only with the genres available through 
it, viewers miss out on other types of content on standard television, 
including news and current affairs. Kim in particular strongly regretted not 
keeping up with current affairs and news programs as she used to before her 
subscription to Netflix. She explained: 


I’m less and less aware these days of when things are actually on 
[standard] TV. It’s like the Netflix style of viewing seeps into all 
viewing.... [A]nd I find I am missing things that are good that are 
actually being broadcast, as I don’t check anymore.... Now it’s less 
likely Pll come across something I wasn’t planning to watch, and also 
if I am honest, I watch less news and current events ... the more I 
think about it, having control over the viewing with Netflix, I don’t 
think it is a great thing and the more I think about it scheduled TV has 
functions we are now missing, most notably news and current events. 


Other interviewees also stressed this fact, noting how they do indeed miss 
some of their old viewing habits and practices set around programs they 
watched on standard television. Some complained about missing sports, like 
Mike, who said, “It has the greatest series ever. It’s a shame it does not 
screen any sports. They should get sports in there.” Meanwhile, Eve, while 
talking about herself and her husband, echoed Mike’s sentiments to a 
degree, “On Netflix you don’t have the news, that I now watch or follow 
online, and my husband misses his sports, I guess.” On the issue of sports 
and news, Chris, a big fan of Netflix, made a clear delineation between the 
platform and the rest of television; he stated that “normal television for me 
is about sports and about news. Other than that I don’t think I watch normal 
television. It doesn’t particularly bother me that these are not on Netflix. I 
also use a lot of online forums to keep up to date on sport. But virtually 
anything that’s not news or sport I would watch on Netflix.” We see here 
how Netflix is beginning to displace traditional broadcasting and “normal” 
television. For some users like Chris, traditional television remains a part of 
their lives only through the content that Netflix does not offer like sports 
and news. Also, it seems that such users are very content with the range of 
content available on Netflix and equate it to normal episodes and series, 
turning “normal” television into something different, or an alternative. 


On the issue of control, interviewees like Kim realized that they have now 
excluded certain things from their daily lives and television habits, largely 
because of Netflix. Likewise, Gareth expressed ambivalence about the 
value of control over his viewing. He related this outlook to his old viewing 
practices and his age/generation: 


Maybe, it’s a good thing for us to have less control over what we view 
every once in a while. I cannot imagine this is a popular viewpoint, 
and it has probably got something to do with my age, but there’s also a 
wider political point to be made here about the extent to which we’re 
losing control over all aspects of our lives, except as consumers.... If 
you only grew up with three channels on the TV and had to wait for a 
week for the next episode of your favorite show then TV on-demand is 
nice but you don’t think of it as a human right! 


Eve also agreed with Kim and Gareth that having less control over their 
consumption is not necessarily bad. Still, Eve noted that she is often 
irritated by the fact that she and her husband cannot agree on what to watch 
on Netflix, and that she misses certain elements of her old viewing habits. 
She contemplated how much better it used to be in that sense: 


As I said, with standard TV we used to watch whatever was on in the 
evening when my partner would come home. This I liked because 
we'd spend time together. I’m used to watching TV to relax and like 
easy to digest stuff. So I was not planning my viewing. I just like 
hanging out there on the couch together with my partner. Now, yes 
indeed, I’m more selective, feel more in command of my viewing. But 
still I miss that being together as a couple in front of the TV and 
watching whatever with Mike. It wasn’t like that with Netflix at starts. 
It’s since he got so hooked on House of Cards [2013-], that I do not 
like, that we separated in front of the TV. So now we watch on our 
own on our laptops. I don’t watch that anyway.... You are in more 
control with Netflix and I’m more independent as I said. But the 
standard TV schedule was not a bad thing either. As I said, I really did 
enjoy watching whatever was on, and not having to always do the 
choices. That’s not really bad. I sometime miss it. 


It again should be emphasized that Netflix users celebrate their enhanced 
freedom and control over the schedule, and their personalized viewing 
allowed by the platform’s on-demand capacity. In fact, this freedom and 
control, without technological or time constraints, is what distinguishes 
Netflix from DTV and other services of the past. Netflix and other online 
streaming platforms catalyze a shit away from the broadcasting schedule or 


what Uricchio calls “the programming-based notion of flow ... to a viewer- 
centered model.”2© 


However, as some of the above comments illustrate, interviewees 
sometimes miss this flow provided by broadcast television. They appreciate 
the planned viewing of Netflix’s algorithm, but some reminisce about the 
unplanned and unstructured viewing facilitated by traditional television. 
Thus, while interviewees form new Netflix-related habits, they still retain 
some of their old habits, or even develop new ones outside of Netflix (such 
as following news and current events online). These consumption habits 
align with Yu-Kei Tse’s claim that despite the increasing success and 
“srowth of online platforms and personal media devices ... it is 
inappropriate to assume that the media environment and audiences just 
switch from one end (broadcasting-mass audiences) to another 
(narrowcasting-individualized).”24 Or, as I would like to suggest, by linking 
Netflix users of today with interactive DTV users of the early millennium, 
change in viewing practices and habits coexists with continuity. User habits 
—both within the same and across different media platforms and 
distribution modes—tend to shift in a gradual, evolutionary way.22 This 
gradual shift of practices appears “as a result of a constant interaction 
between the user and the technology.”22 Lisa Gitelman proposes that a new 
medium and all its “supporting protocols” (that is, the technological 
standards but also the norms about how and where we use it) develop 
slowly, and through time they “become self-evident as the result of social 
processes, including the habits associated with other, related media.”22 
Indeed, as Philip Palmgreen and Jay D. Rayburn assert, consumption 
patterns and the gratification users expect and gain from media usage are 
based largely on past experience—or as Terje Rasmussen similarly claims, 
“old new media practice structures new media practice.”2! 


Content and Viewing Experience 


In terms of content, interviewees are very satisfied with the quality of films 
and series available on Netflix. Even if a few complained about the limited 


range of accessible material, they all seem happy with the high standards of 
the content and, as Maya described, the “almost cinematic experience” the 
platform allows. Many of the participants mentioned the numerous serials 
available on Netflix (such as Breaking Bad [2008-2013], House of Cards, 
Weeds [2005-2012], and Orange Is the New Black [2013-]) as key selling 
points of the service. For instance, when commenting on the quality 
content, Maya noted that “Breaking Bad was the reason we got on Netflix 
too. Great cult series that shows that television is neither dead, nor lacks 
quality and imagination in production. Sometimes.” 


Regarding the viewing experience, two points of interest arose in my 
research findings: (1) the contradictory feelings of empowerment over 
controlling the schedule and guilt over extended binge-watching; and (2) 
the association of on-demand viewing—on one’s own schedule and with 
one’s preferred content—with relaxation and entertainment. 


Importantly, both of these are also characteristics of the early DTV era of 
enhanced choice. On one hand, respondents familiar with older television 
eras also tended to be a bit defensive when watching too much and 
concerned with the quality of television. On the other, they generally 
associated viewing with leisure, relaxation, and entertainment, considering 
it a “laid back,” low-demand, easy activity in which to engage. A 30-year- 
old male DTV subscriber, for example, explained why he rejected the 
interactive services on Sky Digital: “It’s too much hassle; you really want to 
sit back and just watch whatever’s on TV.” Similarly, a female 35-year-old 
DTV interviewee and mother of two whose parental responsibilities defined 
her media consumption noted that she did not use the enhanced interactive 
services because her exhaustion meant she preferred to just watch 
programs. She stated that she used television to relax, unwind, and to be 
entertained without having to make an effort: “I’m watching a program, I 
don’t want to read about it!... I just can’t be bothered.... I haven’t got the 
time or energy.... I’m usually watching the telly half switched off. So to 
actually add any more information to what’s coming in would just be too 
much for me.” Interestingly, users of the post-network television era also 
link their (online) viewing with needs and expectations they previously 
associated with television, as will be shown in the next section. They still 
consider their online viewing a leisure activity that takes place when they 


have the time, in order to relax and escape from the concerns of the day, 
without putting too much effort to this practice. 


Binge-Watching and “Guilty Pleasures” 


On-demand bingeing is a novelty that signals a change in viewer habits that 
scholars are beginning to acknowledge and examine.“ At the same time, 
however, one could say that watching, for example, a week’s worth of 
popular British soap opera Eastenders Omnibus (1994—2015) episodes 
when they screen, in sequence, every Sunday on BBC One, is not much 
different as interviewee Eve mentioned. The fundamental logic of 
continuous viewing is the same between the two examples, but there is still 
a crucial difference—Netflix gives users the control of when, where, and 
how many episodes they binge. 


Many of the contemporary interviewees binge content on Netflix. Like most 
viewers, they like not waiting a week for the next episode, but now watch 
for extended periods of time, or, as Tilly confessed, have “lots of late 
nights.” Often, with this pleasure come feelings of guilt for viewing too 
much—and sometimes with embarrassment in admitting it, thus turning 
binge-watching into what Debra Ramsay calls a “guilty pleasure.”22 For 
example, even though Kim admitted that one of the things she appreciates 
most on Netflix is “being able to watch as many episodes as you like ina 
night—bingeing,” when asked to say how many hours she devotes to it she 
responded: “I don’t know. Don’t like to think about it!” Maya also 
expressed the same kind of underlying guilt for bingeing, even if she 
considered her Netflix viewing as better than the “vegging out” one does on 
standard television. 


Leo, in describing his bingeing patterns, sounds like he is trying to justify 
himself. Arguing for his pleasure, he stated (in a somewhat defensive tone), 
“T don’t need to download, I just watch. I do binge a bit yes. I can watch 5— 
6 episodes in a row of How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014), for example. 
Why not? I am drawn to it. I can leave it; but also, it’s a way of being lazy 
and doing nothing. I work a lot! I don’t have any regret. I can do that. Why 


not?” Chris on the other hand, confidently explained that he happily binges 
because his viewing always occurs past 10 p.m., long after he has 
completed his daily tasks. Chris has fixed a routine so that he can watch 
unobstructed from any preoccupation in a carefree mode: 


Oh yes absolutely. I do binge. I like it. Yes time flies and you watch a 
lot. ’ ve been watching things till 3 a.m. in the morning. But I like it. It 
doesn’t matter (devoting so much time to TV). I watch it at night; I 
don’t watch it at normal television times so it does not intervene with 
the tasks of the day. I watch 10 p.m. onwards. My son’s in bed. Dishes 
are done. Tiding up is done. Time to relax. 


Here, then, we see how Chris domesticates Netflix so it will not intervene 
or obstruct daily tasks or patterns, and will give him the chance to binge- 
watch, guilt-free. Binge-watching in general “recasts our relationship to 
televisual time,” affirming our control over media content.24 Despite 
associations with guilty and out of control watching, users like Leo are 
“drawn to” binge-watching. This mode can also improve the viewing 
experience, particularly in attention to the narrative of what is being 
watched. It reveals a kind of commitment that can be particularly appealing 
to fan communities.22 In this sense, as Chuck Tryon notes when reviewing 
Netflix’s promotional discourse, bingeing can be characterized “not as a 
passive activity but as one aligned with active viewing practices, as a way 
of managing one’s time in front of the television rather than succumbing to 
a television schedule.”22 


Furthermore, much like Chris’s above quote indicates a process of 
domesticating Netflix, DTV subscribers also regularly found shortcuts and 
ways of incorporating their viewing into the web of daily activities. At that 
time, new digital video recording technology TiVo allowed DTV users to 
pause programs while watching and record one channel at the same time 
they were watching another. Of course, such a novelty was met with strong 
enthusiasm from those who could afford it. For instance, a 34-year-old 
DTV interviewee and mother of four explained what a relief the technology 
provided her in terms of juggling her obligations as a mom and as a fan: 


Well, I’m watching television in the afternoon; when the children are 
around I pause things in the middle of what I’m watching and then I’1l 
continue watching it after I’ve helped them with what they’re doing or 
after I’ve put the vegetables on to boil or whatever.... In order to cook 
the children’s dinner I don’t have to miss what I’m watching. I love it. 
And it also means that rather than saying to the children “Shhh, just let 
me watch this bit,” I just press pause and they can say what they need 
to say and run off and carry on with what they were doing. 


It was clear at the time that the more new gadgets DTV users could afford 
the more freedom they had in structuring their viewing in a productive 
fashion. Again, such freedom has increased further for Netflix users—as 
Chris implied above—and at a fraction of the cost. 


Viewing Ritual and Associated Needs 


Aside from bingeing, most interviewees engage in another pleasurable 
ritual of viewing: that of watching Netflix with their partners (or by 
themselves) in the evening after a long day’s work. This is their “relaxation 
time,” and is when they usually watch more television series than films. 
Such rituals are and have always been common with each generation of 
broadcast television. Most of the early DTV interviewees made similar 
linkages between television and relaxation in the early 2000s. These 
interviewees to a large extent rejected the supposedly innovative and 
interactive services of DTV exactly because they were not deemed 
compatible with the relaxing, low-demand experience of television. As a 
30-year-old male interviewee told me at the time, “Television is there as a 
relaxing tool. You get home in the evening and it’s there to entertain you. In 
effect, you have to actually physically do something if you’re interactive, 
rather than the relaxing element of it, which is what television basically 
is.”22 In another article, I reviewed findings from this same research, 
discussing how differently those early DTV viewers perceived television 
and the computer/Internet.22 There, a 43-year-old male made a clear 
distinction between the two, stating, “When I want to come and sit down 


and relax, I’1l come down and sit down and watch the television. I can’t 
relax if I use the computer. That’s the difference, I think.”22 


Today, consumers view computers, tablets, and smartphones as more than 
tools for working and administrative purposes. Indeed, these tools are 
increasingly used not only to communicate via social media and messaging 
platforms, but also to watch media content; in short, they are regarded as 
entertainment and relaxing tools as well. Nonetheless, as the above 
interviewee suggested, watching television—from whichever access point 
—is still associated with the need to be entertained, to relax, and to unwind. 


Much like early DTV users, Netflix users engage in what Lotz calls 
“cocooning,” a practice that emerged well before the advent of DT V—that 
is, staying at home to be entertained with their family and/or friends by 
watching content on the streaming service of their choice.*2 In these 
instances, interviewees prefer television series to films. As Neil explained, 
“T love movies, but most of the time I prefer series, because I watch Netflix 
to relax after work in the evening, and I’m looking for light entertainment.” 
Other participants, such as Mimi and her partner Bob, confirmed this 
experience, noting that the shorter nature of individual episodes means that 
they are easier to digest, less demanding, and thus in accordance with a 
relaxing mood. 


Maya revealed the viewing customs she and her partner Lenny have 
developed around Netflix: “Series watching on Netflix has become a ritual 
on weeknights with my partner as we do follow two to three serials and 
that’s the time we ‘block’ to sit down together and relax.” She further 
explicated the premises on which such rituals are built: the need to be social 
and share time with her partner, but also the need to relax and be entertained 
in a relatively short period of time with undemanding yet good television. 
As she stated, “Low demand, shared time which helps to relax after long 
tiring days. Serials on Netflix are also good alternatives to films as an 
episode is shorter than a film so can fit in an evening without feeling that 
you totally abandon quality, like, for example, you do when you vegetate in 
front of whatever is on TV.” 


Similarly, Kim noted that she and her partner watch Netflix for a couple of 
hours a night: “after everything is done this is our down time!” She 
explained how their viewing fits in their domestic practices and how the 
couple has dinner in front of the television set, watching Netflix programs 
after the kids have gone to bed. As she said, “We are trying to eat earlier 
with our kids but our habit has been to get them dinner, get them to bed, and 
then chill out finally in front of the TV with our dinner—not healthy! But a 
quick route to relaxation, and not time to have dinner and then watch, so 
we’ ve been combining.” Other interviewees expressed an appreciation for 
this practice of eating dinner or “chilling post-dinner” while watching 
Netflix. Yet again, this is a practice that is very familiar for most audiences, 
regardless of the technology or viewing platform. As such, some viewing 
rituals remain relatively consistent to older eras of television. For Netflix 
users, the social context of viewing is still important; they still prefer to 
watch television with partners, family members, or friends. However, 
exactly because of Netflix’s flexibility, it can be also regarded as a personal 
medium—especially when disagreements over what to watch occur like in 
the case of Eve and Mike. Netflix still creates notable changes in 
consumption, with users now free from traditional scheduling. Changes 
have also taken place regarding the spatial context of viewing. Though 
largely remaining within the private space of one’s home, viewing can now 
increasingly take place in public space (such as the office, as Leo confesses, 
the park, public transportation, and more). 


Conclusion: Content Is Still King 


Today, television is at a crossroads. Technological developments have 
brought significant transformations, creating new ways of watching online, 
on-demand, and on the go. Yet, broadcasting and traditional viewing also 
persist—even if they are declining—and are still favored by a notable 
segment of the audience. As this essay illustrates, technological change and 
the proliferation of online streaming platforms such as Netflix have 
generally allowed for more choice and control for users. This choice and 
control manifests in personalized, customized viewing and ultimately 
eliminates the constraints of the broadcasting schedule. Yet, the choice 


provided by Netflix also cuts off users from content not available on the 
platform, including news, sports, and current affairs programming. 
Interviewees express how these additional programs are sometimes 
excluded from their “new” habits altogether, but more commonly they 
persist on standard television (watching sports) or develop on different 
media altogether (e.g., reading the news online). Therefore, as expected, 
changes are not necessarily abrupt or revolutionary, but rather slow and 
gradual. 


Meanwhile, the comparison of emerging user practices in the DTV and 
Netflix eras demonstrated that some differences but also some similarities 
between the two groups exist after all. Offerings like Sky Digital first 
purported to allow viewers to “watch what they wanted when why wanted 
it,” creating what was then a substantive increase in content selection in 
comparison to the analog service. As a 41-year-old male noted at the time, 


With digital TV you get such a choice to watch, to the documentaries, 
to the music, to the entertainment, to films, and you can watch it when 
you want to. You can usually find something in those categories if you 
want to watch television, to pick and sit down and relax and watch. 
But we won’t normally go to the television to watch a particular 
program. We will normally go to the television and I’ ll flick through 
and see what’s on, find something we want to watch and just switch to 
that channel. 


The experience of watching Netflix is different to DTV in the sense that 
“watching what you want when you want it”—or, to be more accurate, 
watching what you want from the content available on the service—now 
takes a more accurate meaning; users literally acquire control over the 
scheduling through on-demand, personalized functions. It is even more 
emancipatory, giving users freedom in not only what to watch but in how 
much of it they want to watch. This progression of on-demand viewing and 
the rise of binge-viewing are the major differences between Netflix and 
DTV. Nevertheless, while these changes are important, they are not radical; 
again, as both eras of research show, shifts are gradual. 


Interestingly, one of the Sky Digital interviewees envisioned a Netflix-like 
service back in the early 2000s. When asked to comment on the limitations 


of Sky Digital and describe his ideal television experience, the discussion 
progressed as follows: 


V.T.: OK. Do you have a picture of what your ideal TV might be? 


RESPONDENT: I think it would be, the way I would like to see it 
working, right? Sky at the moment got all that programs on the day so 
you get the broadcast now as it happens. Why can’t they record those, 
put them through the programming and you select what programs you 
want to watch, the pre-recorded episodes, at the time you want to 
watch them, when you want to watch them. So why not have a whole 
week’s programming pre-recorded and you can go in and select what 
you want. 


V.T.: Even more options for you. 


RESPONDENT: Yeah. That’s what I want. Choice effectively. Even 
with digital TV you are still restricted on choice. They still put a lot of 
repeats on. I want to watch, for example if I wanted to watch Die Hard 
(1988) that probably wouldn’t come on Sky till 9 o’clock. Why can’t I 
watch that at 11 o’clock Saturday morning, if I want to watch Die 
Hard at 11 o’clock on a Saturday morning? Effectively what I have to 
do is record it myself and then watch it then. Why should I? 


Similar points were made by a number of Sky Digital interviewees who, 
even though they appreciated the channel choice and program variety of the 
digital service compared to their analog television, still found this supposed 
emancipation limited in practice. A few dissatisfied users also complained 
about repeats, signaling that choice after all was controlled and regulated by 
the broadcaster. Indicatively one male interviewee said: “I think the movie 
channels and various other channels are very repetitive. Not happy that 
charges will increase,” while another complained, “too many repeats, not 
enough new innovative comedy, sci-fi, adventure programs.” Meanwhile, a 
38-year-old subscriber was more direct about his and his family 
dissatisfaction with the viewing options and cost: “We have had Sky Digital 
for nearly two years now and we think it is overrated, too expensive, there 
are far too many repeats. After all we pay more than 100 [pounds] per year 
to watch ordinary TV and that’s all repeats. So why should we pay more 


each month to watch even more repeats? The only thing not repeated on 
Sky is the news/weather.” 


Even with the introduction of features like PPV and more scheduling 
control, Sky still provided just a partial freedom from normal broadcasting. 
Users could select from a list of 25 movies offered by the provider with 
starting times as frequent as every 15 minutes—but for an additional cost. 
As one male interviewee noted, “Sky Digital is OK but doesn’t represent 
very good value for money as the films are repeated too often and you have 
to pay extra for special sporting events.” Others were even less kind. An 
unhappy male subscriber commented, “Films, pay as you view, are 
ridiculously expensive, almost theft. Videos are cheaper. Cannot start to see 
why they have to charge up to 3 pounds!!! B------ s,” while a frustrated 
female customer called Sky Digital “a very good service which is spoiled 
by very high monthly subscription costs and Pay-Per-View.” 


Perhaps surprisingly, the bundling of channels on Sky Digital did not meet 
subscribers’ expectations. This system was, in effect, forcing consumers to 
subscribe to channels they were not interested in just because they were 
bundled with others that they were—mirroring the cable system in the 
United States. Of course, this is something that today’s Netflix subscribers 
certainly have no reason to complain about. As one Sky Digital subscriber 
told me, “The subscriber should be given the chance of what channels 
he/she wishes to watch and pay Sky accordingly instead of having to 
purchase packages the majority of which are of no interest.” Netflix 
rectifies this problem, giving users that choice so desperately called for by 
Sky Digital subscribers. Still, these Sky Digital subscribers were generally 
infatuated by the prospect of more television content of their choice 
available, bundled or not. Most DTV subscribers appreciated the enhanced 
choice offered by Sky Digital compared to “old” television content, but still 
wanted more—more and better of what they already had, and at a better 
price. Such change came with Netflix, transferring more power from the 
producer and content provider to the consumer. 


Overall, changes in some media habits and practices co-exist with the 
endurance and persistence of others—and are usually changes of degree, as 
the excerpts from respondents imply. The technology surrounding television 


may be changing quickly, but audience behavior and habits change far 
slower. Many of today’s digital- or web-based media habits spawn from 
older forms, tastes, preferences, and practices established around the early 
digital era of television. Meanwhile, though Netflix viewers can now be 
more focused, selective, and excessive, these habits are adjusted and 
modified to fit everyday life and domestic practices—just as all viewing 
practices have been since the introduction of television. 


At the time of the DTV research, it was becoming increasingly common for 
viewers to watch programs alone, signaling a shift in the standard family 
television viewing experience. Today, the on-demand nature of DVRs and 
Netflix enables viewers to watch whenever they are in the mood, and across 
a litany of devices—from screens big and small. The spatial context of 
viewing has shifted, the traditional schedule is more flexible than ever, and 
the television set is changing shape, size, and form. Yet, people still watch 
television programs—whatever the interface. Television has changed, yet 
programing and content is still what matters most to most viewers. 


More than 15 years after the launch of DTV, television is still a significant 
part of our lives. In the past years, people have equipped their multimedia 
houses, rooms, and living rooms, built these around DT V—which is 
connected to the DVR, the Digital Set Top Box/Decoder, the laptop, Netflix 
and other digital services, etc.—and kept in their pockets or bags portable 
converged media such as iPhones, iPads, or e-book readers. Digital 
technology is so embedded in our lives that it will soon no longer make 
sense to talk about such distinct media technologies or services, without 
taking into consideration the converged digital environment of which they 
are all present. However, it is intriguing how audiovisual content still 
matters, and the viewing of programs remains central to most people around 
the world today, no matter from which interfaces they access these 
programs. This resilience of televisual content, its use for entertainment or 
information purposes, and, of course, its evolution and advancement in 
production lines with the enhanced techniques and technology used today 
are worth studying further. So too is the particular impact and attraction of 
certain successful Netflix’s programs on viewers as well as the role of 
customer analytics and big data in the commissioning, creation, and 
production of such programs. 
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Digital Delivery in Mexico 


A Global Newcomer Stirs the Local Giants 


ELIA MARGARITA CORNELIO-MARIi 


When Netflix launched in Mexico in September 2011, it seemed like a mere 
curiosity—attractive to a minority of premium users who had access to 
broadband Internet at home, and those few that were willing to pay for 
media content instead of downloading illegally. At the outset, the library 
offerings were so limited (e.g., old Hollywood movies, even older second- 
rate local films, some Latin American telenovelas) that many early adopters 
chose not to continue with the service after the one-month free trial. 
Eventually, the availability on diverse video game and mobile platforms, 
new offers in recent content as well as the integration with Facebook, 
contributed to Netflix’s growing popularity in Mexico. During its first four 
years of expansion, Netflix has become a popular option for films and 
television series catered to the tastes of the local audiences that have access 
to broadband, to the point that in June 2015 it holds 55.7 percent (out of four 
million users) of the over-the-top (OTT) market. Nevertheless, the 
company’s market share has been rapidly slipping—down from 70 percent in 
2014—because local media companies have been observing closely, copying 
its business model, and employing their strongest resources in order to 
compete with the streaming video giant.2 


Mexico is home of a powerful media and telecommunications industry, 
which historically has extended its business to other Latin American 
countries and to the Hispanic population of the United States.2 The country 
is the domestic market of Grupo Televisa, the largest media company in 
Latin America as well as of the telecommunications behemoth América 
Movil (number 155 in the Fortune 500 in 2015).4 The entry into and success 
of Netflix in Mexico has established a new market that now seems very 
attractive to many significant local firms. The availability of titles offered by 


Netflix has already affected access cycles to many American television 
series and movies, threatening cable and satellite television providers. More 
recently, with the launch of exclusive series (Camelia La Texana [2014]), 
exclusive local films (La Dictadura Perfecta [2014]), and its original 
production for Mexico and Latin America (Club de Cuervos [2015], Narcos 
[2015-], 3% [2016—]) Netflix is directly reshaping the hegemony of the 
established local producers. These producers, in turn, are deploying all of 
their respective structural advantages to gain a foothold into the video-on- 
demand sector, not only in the country but also in the Latin American region 
at large. 


The arrival and evolution of Netflix in Mexico offers a privileged case to 
analyze a set of interconnected issues related more generally to the growing 
spread of technologies for digital distribution of film and television around 
the world, namely: 


¢ The technological, regulatory, and logistical challenges that the 
developing local markets impose to global players; 


¢ How local culture acts as a restraining factor that requires global 
players to adapt in order to thrive in the new market; and 


* How the entry of a global player might change the local media 
industry, including the reaction of local incumbents to the arrival of a 
new distribution model. 


In On-Demand Culture, Chuck Tryon states clearly, “Given the global scope 
of the entertainment industry, it is crucial to recognize the intersections of 
the local and the global when it comes to digital delivery. This analysis 
requires careful attention to a variety of political, logistical, and cultural 
factors that influence how audiences access movies [and television] across a 
range of countries.”2 This essay answers this call while also acknowledging 
that these analyses must place themselves within an industrial framework 
that inevitably has to take into account cultural aspects in order to offer a 
complete vision of the impact of the new model of distribution that Netflix 
has heralded in Mexico. 


Methodologically, I rely on the coverage of Netflix’s activity by the local 
and international press, reports to investors, and statistics by media 
consulting firms, as well as on direct analysis of the platforms and 
advertising strategies of the local competitors. On the theoretical level, I 
make use of recent literature on digital distribution and studies related to the 
international spread of television, which help explaining the dynamics— 
cultural and otherwise—that emerge when global distributors reach local 
markets and get in contact with their incumbents and audiences. 


The Latin American Opportunity 


Repeatedly, during the writing of this analysis, it will prove essential to look 
at the larger framework of Latin America in order to understand Netflix’s 
role in Mexico. The reasons behind this are the evident structural similarities 
in terms of the Internet access and economic development that Mexico 
shares with all the countries in the region, the status of the Spanish-speaking 
Latin America as a geolinguistic region for the consumption of media, and 
Mexico’s leading role as a media producer, adaptor, and distributor for this 
territory. 


After entering into Canada in 2010, Netflix decided to expand to Latin 
America and the Caribbean during 2011, rolling into 43 countries in the 
region.® Surprisingly, the company chose a territory comprised of developing 
countries as the second move in its plans for international expansion. 
According to Netflix leadership, the reasoning behind this choice was the 
great opportunity that the region represented in long-term growth. “[G]iven 
that Latin America has about 4x more broadband households than Canada, 
there is lots of room for growth,” stated the letter to the shareholders from 
the third quarter of 2011.4 For the launch, The Wall Street Journal consulted 
Credit Suisse Senior Analyst John Blackledge on the matter. He pointed out 
that “the new region has a sizable chuck of potential customers. Brazil, 
Mexico, and Argentina alone have nearly 35 million broadband subscribers 
... compared with 10 million in Canada, where Netflix began its 
international expansion.”® Unlike Apple, whose foray into Latin America 
had been quite slow relative to its expansion in other global regions—the 


iTunes store did not open in Mexico and Brazil until 2009 and 2011 
respectively—Netflix clearly wanted to score the first-mover advantage and 
establish itself in a market where legal video streaming services were 
uncommon, or even nonexistent. 


Of course, Netflix’s decision to enter into the Latin American market was 
aided by the sizeable economic prospects in the region. However, while the 
region appeared like virgin territory, it was not an Eden; there were unusual 
challenges that the company faced very quickly. An article in The Huffington 
Post noted: 


The move brings challenges not seen in Netflix’s core markets, the U.S. 
and Canada. Broadband Internet reaches a far smaller percentage of 
homes in Latin America than in the United States, and speeds are 
slower. Piracy of movies is among the most widespread on the planet, 
meaning many consumers can pick up a DVD or CD of the latest films 
for less than a dollar. Also, Netflix has little brand recognition in the 
region, and in the case of Brazil it already faces a homegrown 
competitor [i.e., Net Movies].2 


The Mexican market also presented most of these discouraging traits, but on 
the bright side the country offered a enormous growth potential in Internet 
use, an audience hungry for Hollywood film and television, and an untapped 
non-regulated video streaming sector with practically no local competition. 
All of these factors created a challenging, yet very attractive new territory 
for a global media player. 


Factors Surrounding the Entry and Evolution of Netflix in Mexico 


Netflix launched its streaming service in Mexico in September 2011. The 
event was closely followed by the main national newspapers. El Universal 
explained the service in painstaking detail; E] Economista called it a “digital 
revolution in content” and published an info-graphic illustrating the service’s 
functions; and Reforma decided to focus on Netflix’s CEO Reed Hastings 
statement that the service would not compete with television.“2 Netflix was 


presented as a curiosity that could attract the attention mostly of tech 
enthusiasts. Netflix was not the absolute first video-on-demand product in 
Mexico—the iTunes store added video rentals soon after its Mexican launch 
in 2009—but it was the first platform to offer unlimited streaming access for 
a single monthly fee. 


The following pages present a detailed analysis of the multiple factors—both 
facilitating and deterring—that have surrounded the entry and evolution of 
Netflix in Mexico, including the major obstacles the service has encountered 
and a brief account on how it has faced them so far. For clarity’s sake, I have 
decided to organize these factors in three broad areas, each of them linked to 
one of the issues that this essay addresses: (1) technological, regulatory, and 
logistical challenges; (2) local culture as a restraining factor; and (3) reaction 
of the local incumbents. It should be noted, though, that this is an artificial 
separation, for all of these factors are, in reality, interconnected and affect 
each other deeply. Drawing from press sources, state statistics and 
regulations, and research on the role of local culture in international 
distribution, I examine Netflix’s entry into Mexico. 


Technological, Regulatory and Logistical Challenges 


This first section details the features of the Mexican market at the time of 
Netflix’s arrival, including the technological infrastructure and legal 
framework that would eventually regulate the company’s practices. It also 
addresses billing and pricing, key considerations Netflix had to adjust in 
order to remain viable in Mexico. 


Technology 


The first of the challenges that Netflix faced in Mexico was the low 
penetration of broadband Internet, which is directly correlated to the 
market’s lack of competition in telecommunications. Indeed, Telmex (a 
subsidiary of América Movil) holds a de facto monopoly in many regions of 
the country on landline telephone and broadband Internet. ‘Telmex’s market 
dominance and its reluctance to provide higher speeds at affordable prices 


prevented expansive Internet penetration in Mexico—to such an extent that 
it placed near the bottom in broadband use among the 35 member countries 
of the Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development.+! Statistics 
from ITU and the World Bank claim that only 12 percent of the total 
population has access to fixed broadband Internet. Meanwhile, mobile 
broadband penetration had only reached 37.5 percent of the population by 
2015.44 Basic access to the Internet is a bit more encouraging, as 44.4 
percent of Mexicans were regular users in 2014. Although there is still 
little broadband penetration, there is notable growth year to year. For 
instance, the World Bank reports that in 2013 broadband access was 10.93 
percent, while a year later it was 11.56 percent; similarly, the number of 
Internet users grew slightly from 43.5 percent in 2013 to 44.4 percent in 
2014. This is a clear expansion in both cases. In summary, the country is still 
far behind in comparison to developed nations, but growing at a steady rate, 
a factor that surely encouraged Netflix’s decision to pursue this new market. 


Legal Framework 


In Mexico, the Congress of the Union regulates the action of the 
telecommunications and broadcasting companies. In 2011, there were 
separate rules for each sector in place, as they were at the time considered as 
two different industries. While Televisa dominated broadcasting, América 
Movil was the leader in telecommunications. With such regulation in place, 
América Movil was prohibited to offer pay television and Televisa could not 
offer telephone or Internet service. Of course, new developments in digital 
technology inspired the creation of a new regulatory environment. After long 
debate, the new Ley Federal de Telecomunicaciones y Radiodifusi6n was 
passed in July 2014, with the primary goal of enhancing competition in what 
is to be anew, growing sector. As a result of these changes, more steady 
growth in Internet penetration has already begun throughout the country, 
which in turn is likely to create an OTT-friendly environment that could 
benefit Netflix—but which also brings with it a pair of formidable local 
competitors. 


Nevertheless, Netflix benefitted significantly from an absence in the pre- 
existing legislation when it launched in Mexico. Though the country places 
limitations on foreign investment in broadcasting, Netflix was exempt from 


these limitations as a video-on-demand/Internet company. As a result, 
despite its status as a foreign firm, Netflix faces no taxes and few legal limits 
in its new territory. These circumstances have certainly allowed the 
company to act more freely in a moment of increasing deregulation in 
Mexico. 


Billing 


Originally, Netflix’s billing was dependent on the use of credit cards, which 
are not as widespread in Mexico as they are in the United States and 
Canada.!® Debit cards are more popular, but the local banks do not authorize 
use over the Internet in all cases due to lingering distrust of online 
transactions and a perceived lack of punishment for cybercrime. This 
became a real problem for Netflix in Latin America, as demonstrated in 
investor letters from 2011 and 2012. For instance, the report for the fourth 
quarter of 2011, soon after Netflix’s entry to the region, mentioned the issue 
of billing quite superficially: 


As expected upon launch, we’ve found that processing ecommerce 
consumer payments is quite challenging as compared with North 
America and Europe. To overcome this challenge, we are working with 
our local payment partners to optimize our systems, exploring adding 
new payment methods and testing various trial campaigns to improve 


conversion.2& 


Comparatively, the report from the third quarter of 2012 was much more 
explicit on the issue: 


The biggest issue holding back much stronger growth is payments. For 
a variety of reasons, many Latin American broadband households are 
leery of, or unable to, provide debit/credit cards that can be accepted 
over the Internet. For those who do provide us debit/credit cards, we see 
higher rates of payment declines than in our other markets.“ 


Netflix first addressed the billing problem in Mexico by promoting debit 
cards as an accepted form of payment. The letter to shareholders from the 
fourth quarter of 2012, explains, “In Mexico, we’ve made progress in 
enabling debit cards for Netflix which has to be done in some cases bank-by- 


bank.”/8 Secondly, Netflix followed the strategy of many other companies 
like Apple, Microsoft, and Nintendo in launching prepaid cards to access 
online services. On November 2014, Netflix made available gift cards for 99 
and 299 pesos, which could be acquired in supermarkets and department and 
convenience stores./2 For Netflix, this was an answer to the specific 
conditions of the market. Mexican consumers are used to prepaid cards as a 
way to control their expenses and protect their credit/debit cards from online 
fraud. 


Pricing 


Netflix thrives on the idea that users want to pay an affordable monthly fee 
to get a high volume of valuable content. In Mexico, the service decided to 
enter with a fixed price of 99 pesos a month, which would seem decidedly 
cheap for the middle class users, who were paying already up to three times 
that amount for expensive broadband access and up to five times that for 
premium direct-to-home television subscriptions.22 In October 2014, Netflix 
introduced a three-tiered pricing scheme in Mexico: $89 for one streaming 
device with standard definition, $109 for the basic service of two streaming 
devices on high definition, and $149 for up to four streaming devices in HD. 
In a gracious move, Netflix decided to keep the basic service at $99 for the 
existing clients until October 2016 when the prices would be set at $99 for 
one screen, $129 for two screens, and $159 for four screens. 


Price is closely linked to perceived value. In Mexico, Netflix offered value 
to consumers based on perceived flexibility and improved content. From the 
initial point of entry until a price adjustment in 2014, there was no limit on 
the number of devices that could be used at the same time on the same 
account. This flexibility fostered sharing between extended families and 
friends, in turn providing Netflix with huge amounts of data for tracking 
viewing habits. Furthermore, this practice created a positive image of the 
company, ensuring loyalty and the perception of value sorely needed to gain 
a foothold against piracy. Likewise, as in the United States, Netflix dangled 
a one-month free trial to users. This was, unsurprisingly, a very popular 
method of luring in new users, especially as the company added more and 
more original content to lure users into paying clients. 


Local Culture as a Restraining Factor 


Experienced media companies know that local culture is a force to reckon 
with. Despite the claims of global homogenization, local audiences still 
prefer watching content that feels closer to their own ways of life. Netflix 
faced this reality when it entered the Latin American region. This second 
area of analysis comprises three linked topics: (1) the localization of content; 
(2) characteristics of the audiences for Netflix in Mexico; and (3) the 
strategies the service has put in place to raise its brand awareness. 


Localization of Content 


Content has become a crucial factor to explain both the early difficulties and 
the recent successes of Netflix in Mexico. Being clearly connected to 
culture, content could work both as a deterrent to entry for global firms and 
as a powerful enabler, once the question of cultural tastes has been 
adequately addressed. During the first wave of diffusion of satellite 
television networks in Europe, Jean Chalaby proposed a model to explain the 
strategies that established global media companies use to succeed in markets 
characterized by strong cultural identity.2! The model identified four steps 
that the Pan-European channels were putting in practice. These steps move 
from lower to higher levels of “localization”: (1) introduction of local 
advertising, (2) translation of content, (3) local programming, and (4) local 
opt-out. The first step cannot be applied to Netflix because it works on a 
subscription basis, but the other three steps accurately describe how the 
company operates in Latin America, albeit in different order: (1) translation, 
(2) local opt-out (separate feed for each country, easily doable in the case of 
streaming technology), and (3) local programming. In this section, I reflect 
on the form that each of these steps is taking within Mexico. 


TRANSLATION 


The first step of Netflix’s adaptation process in Mexico was obviously 
translation: subtitling and dubbing. In the country, the preference for one 
method of language transfer over another depends on age (kids programming 
must be dubbed) and genre (animation and documentaries are preferably 


dubbed; drama could be either dubbed or subtitled). In addition, it depends 
on the characteristics of the perceived audience, as viewers that are 
purportedly more sophisticated prefer subtitling or to even watch 
programming in the original language. This preference for subtitles, which is 
clear in the middle and higher classes that constitute Netflix’s target 
audience in Mexico, apparently has come as a surprise for the company. As a 
result, it had to rush to offer both methods of language transfer. In the first 
quarter of 2012, the company reported to have “increased ... subtitle 
coverage [in Latin America] to nearly 100 percent of non-kids English 
language content (in addition to previously available dubbing) to 
accommodate varying viewing preferences.”=2 


Regarding dubbing, Latin America has historically developed a unique 
linguistic dialect called Espafiol Latino that has become widely present 
throughout the region. This variety of the language, which differs 
substantially in vocabulary and pronunciation from Castilian Spanish, is 
built upon the idea of a “neutral” pronunciation and vocabulary 
understandable in the Americas. It is not actually spoken anywhere, but 
people accept it as a normative language for watching films and television. It 
has developed slowly through time, to the point that it has become a 
convention used in the major dubbing studios in Mexico, Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, and Venezuela. Creating a dubbed feed that works for several 
countries surely helped limit Netflix’s expansion costs. For its original 
English productions, Netflix became a commissioner to dubbing studios in 
the region—House of Cards (2013-—) is dubbed in Mexico, Orange Is the 
New Black (2013-) in Chile, and Bloodline (2015-2017) in Argentina.“4 For 
the rest of the American content, the dubbing and subtitling is unchanged 
from the initial distribution window (be it a theatrically released film or pay 
cable television series). Despite early struggles, the establishment of these 
two language options heralded few complaints from the audience (with the 
exception of some anime fans demanding that the default track be Japanese, 
not an English dubbing.)#2 


LOCAL OUTPUT 


Netflix was aware that in order to gain acceptance in Mexico, it had to do 
more than translate its interface to Spanish language—it had to become more 
local in terms of content. Internet protocols are geographically sensitive. 
This enables Netflix to divide its feed and tailor the content for each country. 
Indeed, Mexico has its own Netflix feed, which features content that is not 
available in other countries of the region, and vice versa. This differentiation 
responds both to diverse tastes and to the “need to buy” rights for each 
country. Moreover, it is generally accepted that Mexico’s geographic 
proximity to the United States means that Mexican audiences have a taste for 
American film and television. More than 80 percent of movie theater screens 
present imported fare, most of it coming from the United States. American 
series (both comedy and drama) constitute a substantial part of the schedule 
in television channels devoted to entertainment as well as on cable and 
satellite systems.2° In spite of this visible preference for Hollywood 
productions, most Mexicans would prefer to watch national newscasts, 
sports, reality shows, comedy series, and telenovelas on the leading 
broadcast networks. Telenovelas are a very well established genre that 
garners large followings and the highest shares of overall television 
ratings.22 


The preference for local content over foreign content of the same type and 
quality has been noted by media scholars, and theorized as “cultural 
proximity.”28 Generally, local audiences choose films and television 
programs that spotlight situations and characters closer to what they 
experience in their daily life, and not only that—they also want them to be 
told in their traditional, familiar narrative forms. Audiences apply a “cultural 
discount,” implying that they reject audiovisual products that are too distant 
to their own way of life.22 


In terms of taste, scholars have considered Spanish-speaking Latin America 
as a “geolinguistic region” with certain shared characteristics such as 
language, ethnicity, history, and ways of life.22 As such, Netflix was forced 
to include some local, or at least Latin American, film and television 
beginning with its launch in Mexico. At the regional level, Netflix 
announced a deal with the NBC Universal’s Spanish-language broadcaster 
Telemundo in July 2011, which would provide 1,200 hours of programming 
per year, including hit series like La Reina del Sur (2011). In August 2011, 


Netflix made similar agreements with the Argentinean Telefé and the 
Colombian RCN, producer of the international success Yo soy Betty la Fea 
(1999-2001).24 


In Mexico, the acquisition of local catalog content was achieved very early, 
by signing deals with such producers as Televisa and TV Azteca. These 
agreements were made public in May 2011, in preparation to the launch of 
the service in the country. Televisa would give Netflix non-exclusive access 
to 3,000 hours of catalog telenovelas and series a year after they had been 
broadcasted, while TV Azteca would provide another 1,000 to 1,500 hours 
of programming.“ Additionally, Netflix signed a contract with the Mexican 
indie studio Canana, producer of the successful series Yo soy tu fan (2010— 
2012), which previously aired on Mexican public television.*4 With these 
deals in place, Netflix obtained access to a vast catalog of the most 
successful Spanish language telenovelas earning an excellent position to 
cater to the tastes of its new audiences. 


Another step of Netflix’s adaptation to the Mexican market was executed in 
August 2014, when Netflix started offering an exclusive telenovela, Camelia 
La Texana, a narco story produced by the independent studio Argos.*2 In the 
United States, this telenovela aired on Telemundo, but it failed to reach 
Mexican screens either on pay or on free-to-air television. For Netflix, it 
constituted a first attempt at product differentiation for the region, in its 
ongoing effort to lose the label of a mere aggregator of old titles. Meanwhile 
in 2014, Netflix acquired a slate of high-profile Mexican films like Cdsese 
quien pueda (2014), Cansada de besar sapos (2006), and No se aceptan 
devoluciones (2013). Likewise, in March 2015 Netflix began streaming the 
political satire La Dictadura Perfecta, the highest grossing Mexican film of 
2014, which, incidentally, parodies the relationship between the federal 
government and Televisa. 


Offering exclusive local content was a logical move for Netflix, but in doing 
so, the company announced itself as a direct competitor to the established 
telenovela outlets, particularly Televisa and TV Azteca—both of which 
provided significant amounts of content to Netflix in Latin America. The 
breakup with Televisa would come after four years of collaboration. 
Following the launch of its second OTT service (Blim), Televisa announced 


that it would withdraw all of its content from Netflix in the last quarter of 
2016, in order to strengthen its own strategy of cultural proximity.*® 


PRODUCTION OF LOCAL PROGRAMMING 


The final step in the model of localization adapted from Chalaby is the 
production of original local content. Netflix positioned itself as a new 
distribution channel for local producers, but later it became a direct 
competitor for viewer attention, and eventually grew into a desired outlet for 
producers hoping to reach those viewers. On April 2014, Netflix announced 
the production of comedy series Club de Cuervos, created by Gaz Alazraki, 
the director behind the most successful Mexican film of recent years: 
Nosotros los Nobles (2013). The 13-episode Spanish language series was 
shot entirely in Mexico with an international cast from Latin America and 
Spain. It launched in August 2015, and renewed for a second season in 
October of the same year. The story revolves around a family that owns a 
soccer team, and while a dramedy, it offers clear melodramatic 
characteristics and even includes some classic telenovela subplots. Much of 
the humor stems from the sardonic depiction of the world of soccer, thus 
profiting from the high interest of Latin Americans for everything that has to 
do with the sport.22 Almost simultaneously in August 2015, Netflix launched 
Narcos, a series based on the life of the notorious Colombian drug dealer 
Pablo Escobar, starring Wagner Moura and directed by Brazilian José 
Padilha.2® This production is partly spoken in Spanish and includes an 
international cast of actors from Chile, Colombia, Mexico, and the United 
States. Finally, for 2016, Netflix announced new original productions based 
in Latin America: the Mexican political drama Ingobernable (2016-), 
Starring Kate del Castillo, and the Brazilian dystopian thriller 3%, to be 
spoken in Portuguese, which deals with the issue of social inequality.22 


The significance of Netflix’s original production in Latin American lies in its 
regional scope. It builds on the existence of a geolinguistic region that 
covers also the Hispanic population of the United States, thus ensuring large 
economies of scale for the company. Just as the Latin American media 
companies have been doing for decades, Netflix is producing Club de 
Cuervos and Ingobernable in Mexico, Narcos in Colombia, and 3% in Brazil 


knowing that these programs will be watched throughout the continent and, 
with some luck, around the world. In this sense, Netflix is very wisely 
creating series based on topics—crime, family, social inequality, and soccer 
—preferred by audiences of the region but which also have universal appeal. 


The Importance of Localization 


Despite its age, Chalaby’s model can be applied with some adaptations to 
study the entry of Netflix in Latin America; the case is a fundamental 
example of a global firm adapting to a regional marketplace. The general 
strategy for Netflix in the country and the region seems to be focused on 
increasing the cultural proximity of its offerings; at the same time, it 
continues to provide international and Hollywood content. This mix of local 
and global content is a general practice of Netflix in international markets. 
Ted Sarandos, Netflix’s Chief Content Officer, explained that programming 
is “around 15 percent to 20 percent local ... with the 80 percent, 85 percent 
being either Hollywood or other international content. One of our first 
indicators that we are getting the mix right is how many hours of viewing 
people are participating in.”42 For Mexico, the mix seems to have been 
compelling enough, since in 2012 Mexicans were reported to be “watching 
more Netflix than their counterparts in the US, Canada, or the UK. 


From this data comes a picture in which content has proven crucial for a 
successful regional expansion. Be it in the form of careful selection of 
catalog content or the production of new original series, local/regional 
content is a key competitive advantage for Netflix in Latin America, just as 
the original series are for its domestic market. As I stated at the beginning of 
the section, culture could act both as a deterrent and as an enabler for the 
entry and evolution of a global player such as Netflix. Local culture is an 
initial deterrent because it demands adaptation, high initial investment in 
language translation (subtitling and dubbing), and the acquisition of catalog 
content that should follow local preferences in genre (e.g., telenovelas) and 
theme (e.g., soccer, narco stories). However, for a company like Netflix that 
employs sophisticated tracking tools used to identify the tastes of the 
viewers, Culture can rapidly become a catalyst for further growth. 


First, the existence of a unique language and shared cultural traits opens an 
opportunity to create content that could resonate in the whole region. In this 
sense, the decision to produce Club de Cuervos in Mexico comes from the 
awareness of the country’s standing as a traditional producer of endearing 
comedy series (e.g., E] Chavo del Ocho [1972], El Chapulin Colorado 
[1972]). Narcos, on the other hand, builds on the recent tradition of hugely 
successful crime telenovelas from South America (e.g., Colombia’s EF] 
Cartel de los Sapos [2008]). After the initial learning curve, Netflix seems to 
have reached a level of knowledge about Latin American audiences that took 
decades for the regional leaders to build. The success of its Spanish- 
language programs, which were quickly renewed for second seasons, seems 
to prove this point. 


Secondly, shared language and culture bring opportunities for distribution of 
series that are absent from the traditional television outlets either because 
they are considered too foreign (e.g., Spain’s El Tiempo entre Costuras 
[2013]) or too old (e.g., Colombia’s hit telenovelas Café con Aroma de 
Mujer [1993] and Yo soy Betty la fea). There are cultural implications 
stemming from the availability of this content simultaneously for the entirety 
of the Latin American region. It demonstrates the diminishing gatekeeping 
abilities of the local media incumbents, while on the other hand it raises 
questions about the changes in preferences and practices of the audiences. 


Audiences 


It should be noted that Mexico is a country with profound inequalities, so 
that Netflix is a service aimed at local elites: people from middle and upper 
classes who can pay for broadband Internet at home and for enabled devices 
(personal computers, smart television sets, video game consoles, tablets, and 
smartphones). Every piece of analysis regarding the changing habits brought 
about by systems of digital distribution in Mexico has to consider these 
social structures. In their recent work on the responses of traditional telecom 
operators to the entry of OTTs in Latin America, Juan José Ganuza and 
Maria Viecens assert, “In the short to medium term, it is expected that in 
LATAM, the OTT content that requires the high speed access networks will 
be limited only to reduced areas with consumer segments with high 
purchasing power.”42 Sinclair makes a similar point when discussing the two 
largest Latin American media companies. He writes, “The base of both 


Televisa and Globo remains their pre-eminence in free-to-air domestic 
markets in countries marked by severe income inequalities between the 
globalised elites and the common people, la gente corriente, who just love 
their telenovelas.”“2 Hence, Netflix’s audiences have less to do with the 
massive audiences of the free-to-air national networks, and more to do with 
the clients of satellite television and cable systems as well as with the 
consumers of online piracy. 


The next venue of exploration for Netflix in Mexico should be related to 
reception: who uses it, and for what? What are the new viewing practices? 
How has it altered the audience’s experiences of seriality in television 
(especially where melodramas are concerned)? However, at of this moment 
there is a lack of official sources on the matter since the company keeps all 
of its data confidential. Likewise, scholarship is equally undeveloped on this 
topic. Instead, I offer some personal observations that might point to general 
trends. 


I was an early adopter myself, opening an account on launch day. I 
recommended it then to colleagues, who tried it but became disillusioned 
before the end of the one-month trial because they thought that the offerings 
were both scarce and aged (they were otherwise well served by pirate 
streaming and illegal downloading). In the four years since, I have received 
scattered accounts of Netflix use during informal conversation. I have heard 
of kids’ fascination with the huge availability of cartoons and Disney series, 
of housewives binge-watching old classic Mexican telenovelas and the 
Spanish El Tiempo entre Costuras (2013-2014), and of a couple (both older 
than 70) staying awake well into the night watching movies and series. I 
have seen my own parents enthusiastically learn how to use the interfaces of 
their Nintendo Wii and Apple TV to watch The Nanny (1993-1999), Café 
con Aroma de Mujer, and Cantinflas’s films from the 1960s. Nevertheless, I 
also know of a friend who had both Apple TV and Netflix but had to cancel 
the latter because he moved to an area not yet served by an Internet or cell 
phone signal. Finally, I have heard of high-income acquaintances that do not 
even know what Netflix is, because they are subscribers of premium satellite 
television (Sky). These disparate stories nonetheless suggest wider changes 
in the ways that Mexicans now conceive of and partake in access to 
television and film. 


Brand Awareness 


In the United States, Netflix has established its brand over an extended 
period, with DVD rentals and later as a distributor of streaming video 
content. However, in Mexico, Netflix was a completely new brand, not 
connected with the local entertainment imaginary. Given that only a minority 
of Mexicans has access to broadband, services such as Netflix still seem like 
a novelty to the general population. The company identified this reality very 
early. The letter to shareholders from the first quarter of 2012 explained that 
“while there is limited current OTT streaming competition in the region ... 
this lack of OTT competition means that the concept of on-demand 
streaming video (outside of piracy and YouTube) is nascent, requiring us to 
do more work in driving consumer understanding and acceptance of our 
streaming service.”“4 In order to increase brand awareness in Mexico, 
Netflix launched in 2014 the advertising campaign “Vive Netflix” (live 
Netflix), evoking the nationalist phrase “1 Viva México!” The campaign 
consisted of three spots: Oribe, Abuelita, and Autobus. This campaign 
provides a glimpse into how Netflix presents itself to viewers outside of the 
domestic market and reveals which cultural traits it activates in order to 
become accepted in the new environment. 


1. Oribe: Launched just after the end of the 2014 World Cup in Brazil, 
this spot features Oribe Peralta, a star of Mexico’s National Soccer 
Team. The spot plays with the conventions of thrillers. The popular 
player gives his wife a scare because he arrives home “too early.” When 
the wife notices his low spirits she cheers him up with the news that the 
second season of Orange Is the New Black is available on Netflix. This 
advertisement empathizes with the nation’s sadness after being 
disqualified from the World Cup in the heartbreaking match against the 
Netherlands; it also portrays a beloved soccer figure and at the same 
time points to both the original content and accessibility of the 
platform. 


2. Abuelita One and Two: The first version of this spot is a wink to 
film fans. The camera follows a little boy on a tricycle that approaches 
the figure of an old woman sitting on an armchair in a clever spoof of 
both The Shining (1980) and Psycho (1960). When the point of view 
changes, the figure is revealed to be a sweet old woman, wearing high- 


end headphones connected to a tablet. She asks the boy if he wants to 
see cartoons and sits him on her lap so they can watch together. The 
protagonist of the spot contradicts the stereotyped image of Mexican 
grandmothers watching telenovelas on free-to-air television, while it 
simultaneously shows the ease of use of the Netflix platform for elderly 
people and children alike. The second version of the spot repeats the 
introductory part with the child approaching the rocking chair from 
behind; however, this time, the grandmother appears to be sleeping 
(with earbuds on) and does not react when the boy tries to wake her up. 
The kid runs away, thinking that she is dead—and only then does the 
grandmother wakes up smiling to continue watching House of Cards. 
Again, this second version humorously promotes Netflix’s original 
content and the use of the platform by the elderly. 


3. Autobus: This spot focuses on mobility as a characteristic of digital 
delivery. The protagonist is a boy riding an urban bus and is exchanging 
glances and smiles with a beautiful girl. The boy gets off the bus but 
turns around suddenly, screaming: “Wait!” Then he starts running after 
the bus. The girl thinks that he wants to talk to her, but soon realizes 
that he has forgotten his cell phone, which is streaming a series. When 
the boy finally gets on the bus again, the girl is holding the phone in her 
hand. So, they both start watching Netflix together. The main idea 
behind this specific ad is affordability, emphasizing that young people 
that take the bus can actually pay for a monthly subscription. 


The advertising campaign “Vive Netflix” retains the clever references to 
conventions of Hollywood genres (romance, thriller, and horror) that the 
brand applied to its Thanksgiving 2014 American ad (Airport), and on its 
Canadian campaign “You gotta get it, to get it” (with ads like The Proposal, 
Test Results). Yet, it also shows local faces in Mexican environments, 
introducing to the Mexican public the benefits of the system and 
highlighting key experiential attributes: instant access, ease of use, and 
affordability. 


Netflix implemented another strategy to increase awareness in early 2015. 
Following the model of a previous contest run in 2014 in Brazil, the firm 
organized the Netflix Prize, which invited viewers to vote on social network 
sites for an independent Mexican film that would deserve to be part of its 


global catalog. The initiative drew the participation of 9,454 Twitter users 
and 21,431 Facebook users, who decided to award the 2013 film 12 
Segundos. Through this process, Netflix promotes local talent while 
simultaneously obtains essential data that offers insight about the 
preferences of Mexican audiences. 


Reaction of the Local Incumbents 


This last area of analysis focuses on how the local companies have reacted to 
the entry of Netflix in Mexico. It takes into account both the illegal and the 
legal competition. Therefore, I start by exploring piracy, and conclude with 
an overview of the local companies that have decided to enter so far into the 
subscription video-on-demand (SVOD) market. 


Piracy as Illegal Competition 


In a November 2014 visit to Mexico, Hastings stated that piracy remains a 
key competitor for Netflix.2 This remains true for a variety of reasons. First, 
at the most basic level, piracy keeps users away from the service altogether. 
The pervasiveness of piracy has made Mexican people accustomed to 
obtaining easy access to new releases. Most films are available very cheaply 
on DVDs sold on the streets, and many Mexicans find it easy to watch 
content directly on illegal streaming sites like PeliculasID and Cuevana2— 
where they can find recently released films as well as complete seasons of 
the most successful television series. In spite of the legal provisions against 
piracy, there is rarely any actual punishment or prosecution for individual 
consumers. Consequently, piracy is widespread and considered normal, even 
for members of middle and higher social classes. This attitude reflects 
widespread conceptions about file sharing at the international level identified 
by Mahalia Jackman and Troy Lorde in their article about the psychological, 
social, and economic factors influencing digital piracy. They explain that 
piracy is not considered a criminal act, but a victimless petty offense, in part 
because of the detachment that the Internet grants to the lawbreakers.*© The 
second reason that piracy remains a threat to Netflix is because it forces the 
company to include more recent—and thus more expensive—fare. In fact, 


one of the first objections against the service was “why pay for old movies 
when you can find new ones on the Internet for free?”*/ As a result, Netflix 
has strived to keep its library updated, more localized, and more culturally 
relevant. 


It seems that Netflix realized this issue early on because alongside the launch 
of local content, it started offering some new releases. Particularly salient 
was the advertising campaign for the launch of The Hunger Games: 
Catching Fire (2013) in Mexico, where it was available for streaming on the 
same day of the DVD launch, and five months earlier than it was available in 
the United States.48 Later, Netflix made the film The Butler (2013) available 
while it was still playing in movie theaters. With these kinds of moves, 
devised specifically to appease the impatient local viewers, the company 
worked to change the idea that it was only a place to watch old movies and 
television. In truth, Netflix just adhered to the same strategy of early 
premiere that Hollywood studios have long been applying in Mexico for 
highly anticipated films: it made them available earlier that in the United 
States in order to beat the pirates. These moves offer clear evidence that 
Netflix operates differently in different spaces; in this case, adjusting to a 
market where copyright is not strictly enforced and where people were 
already accustomed to having immediate access to the newest content. 


Finally, piracy has directly victimized Netflix by spreading its original 
productions illegally. While Netflix original series House of Cards, Orange 
Is the New Black, and Marco Polo (2014—2016) cannot be accessed through 
the local competitors, they are accessible on a variety of the region’s most 
popular pirate streaming websites, such as cuevana2.tv, miratuserie.tv, 
seriales.us, and seriespepito.com. Sadly, piracy is an issue already very much 
a part of the Mexican viewing culture. Netflix has little ability to combat this 
cultural habit beyond promoting its brand and original series, and keeping its 
prices affordable. 


Mexican Competitors for Subscription Video On-Demand 


When Netflix arrived in Mexico, it was the first streaming service with a 
monthly fee, and it opened the market for that kind of service. According to 
press reports, in the months following Netflix’s entry, several similar 
services sprouted. Currently, the legal competition for Netflix in Mexico is 
growing quickly, and includes both local and global companies.*2 A 
complete list of firms connected to digital delivery of television and film in 
Mexican territory should include providers of pay-per-view over the Internet 
(e.g., iTunes, PlayStation Video), TV Everywhere systems (e.g., Dish Movil, 
Fox Play, HBO Go, Max Go, Blue to Go, Video Everywhere) and 
advertising-based systems like Crackle. However, for the purposes of this 
essay, I limited my analysis to Mexican companies that offer subscription 
plans—either as standalone services or mixed with another model such as 
PPV or TV Everywhere. This reduces the list to the six major competitors, 
compiled below in Table 1 and organized by their date of launch. I have 
included Netflix in the table as well, in order to ease comparison. 


The local competitors vary greatly in size and reach. Early arriver Yuzu is a 
little known option, bundled with a pay television system (Maxcom 
Telecomunicaciones) that only covers the central region of the country. 
Grupo Salinas’s Total Movie was an early foray into the market that ended 
abruptly in less than three years. Cinépolis’s Klic stopped its subscription 
service in February 2015, when it became merely a site for online movie 
rentals (in collaboration with Wal-Mart’s Vudu). From the beginning, Klic 
presented itself as an aggregator of awarded films, more in the line of 
Mubi.com; hence, it was only a marginal competitor because it did not offer 
television series. Taking all of these circumstances into consideration, it 
seems Clear that the three services that arrived last—Claro Video, Veo, and 
Blim—are most worthy of direct comparison. These services are also part of 
much larger media and telecommunication giants, those with enough power 
and competitive advantages to become real adversaries for Netflix in Mexico 
and Latin America. 


Competitor Date of Parent Business Geographical Monthly Content 
Entry/Exit Company Model Reach Cost 
(in Mexican pesos) 
Netflix 09/2011- Netflix, Inc. SVOD International $89 (1 screen SD) ‘ilm and ‘Television— 
$99-109 (2 screens lollywood/international/ 
HD) local/local original 
$149 (4 screens HD) production 
Yuzu 09/2011- Maxcom SVOD + Mexico $149 Film and Television— 
(Grupo Radio TV Hollywood/international/ 
Centro) Everywhere adult content 
Total Movie 11/2011-3/2014 TV Azteca SVOD + Latin America $107 Film and Television— 
(out of business) (Grupo PPY Hollywood/international 
Salinas) 
Klic 05/2013- Cinépolis SVOD 4 Mexico $89 Film—Hollywood/ 
(it ended 02/2015 (Organizacién PPV international/local 
subscriptions) Ramirez) 
Claro Video 11/2013-— América Mévil SVOD 4 Latin America $69 Film and Television— 
PPV (1 year free for Hollywood/international/ 
Telmex’s clients) local/local original 
production 
Veo 01/2014- Grupo Televisa SVOD + Mexico $99 Film and ‘Television— 
(it merged with 03/2015 TV ($89 for Televisa’s Hollywood/international/ 
Blim) Everywhere Pay-TV clients) local original production 
Blim 02/2016- Grupo Televisa SVOD Latin America $109 ‘ilm and Television— 
Hollywood/international/ 
local original production 


Sources: Elaborated by the author with information from the trade press and the companies’ websites. 


Claro Video 


América Movil’s digital delivery service launched in Mexico on November 
30, 2012.°° Claro Video is operated through DLA Inc., a company based in 
Miami specializing in digital content that América Movil bought in late 2011 
in order to take its telecommunication business into OTT services.2+ Claro 
Video in Mexico costs 69 pesos a month, which can be paid by credit/debit 
card or directly bundled with the phone bill of its sister company Telmex. In 
fact, at the time of the launch, Telmex offered all of its broadband 
subscribers a one-year free trial of Claro Video, an offer that the company 
revisited in January 2015 with the implementation of the new 
telecommunications and broadcasting law that finally put América Movil in 
direct competition with Televisa. 


Besides the price, which is lower than what Netflix requires, one of the 
strengths of this competitor is the mail billing service. In the past, Telmex 
used this model to lure its clients to the pay television system Dish, which 
rapidly took a sizable portion of the market out of the hands of cable 
companies. Claro Video seems to be applying the same strategy now—very 


low prices, direct mail publicity through Telmex’s billing system, and the 
convenience of bundles featuring other services offered by the company. 


América Movil is already becoming a formidable competitor for Netflix in 
México because it is catering directly to the captive audience of Telmex’s 
9.2 million broadband subscribers.22 In fact, these subscribers were 
automatically added to the list of possible users of América Movil, as they 
have been constantly reminded of the service in promotional materials 
attached their monthly bill. Considering Netflix’s concerns regarding 
payment methods, the pay-by-mail billing potion could prove to be a crucial 
advantage, which may foster rapid penetration for Claro Video in the 
Mexican market. In addition, the firm is offering one-month free to all of the 
71.8 million customers of its cellular service Telcel.*2 


Furthermore, since América Movil is “the largest mobile-phone company in 
the Americas,” this means it can grow to be a regional presence in the 

SVOD sector.™4 At the time of Claro Video’s launch, Bloomberg reported 
that “The television industry in Latin America [had] voiced concerns about 
America Movil’s push into the market, given the company’s dominance in 
phone and Internet service.”22 As of mid—2016, a report from the consulting 
firm Dataxis placed Claro Video as the second most popular SVOD provider 
in the region, with availability in Mexico, Colombia, Chile, Brazil, and many 


other countries.2© 


Until 2014, local content was the weakest point of Claro Video because it 
was mainly an aggregator of Hollywood and international fare, including 
some BBC productions, Spanish series, and Japanese anime. Its parent 
company is fundamentally a telecommunication firm that had no 
involvement in the production of serialized fiction and no known relation 
with any film or television studio in the country. However, in November 
2015, Claro Video launched its first original production, the comedy series 
EI Torito (2015-). It seems as though the Mexican telecom giant has decided 
to follow Netflix’s model no matter the cost.24 


Veo and Blim 


Televisa has launched two OTT brands in Mexico. The first one is Veo, 
which also worked as a TV Everywhere for the eight million members of the 
company’s pay TV services in the country (Cablevisién, Cablemds, Sky).22 
In February 2016, Televisa announced its regional SVOD service Blim, 
which is available in the entire Latin America. In Mexico both services 
offered Hollywood and international film and television as well as a large 
percentage of local content, for they carry Televisa’s catalog titles and new 
releases. During the first trimester of 2016, Blim replaced Veo. It should also 
be noted that Veo and Blim’s parent company is the largest presence in 
broadcasting in Mexico, reaching a massive audience with its telenovelas, 
sports, reality shows, and newscasts. According to figures by Nielsen- 
IBOPE from June 2013, “Televisa’s channels had an audience share of 43.3 
percent, followed by cable/satellite television with 27.4 percent, and by 19.5 
percent from TV Azteca.”22 Accordingly, it is by far the most important 
local content producer of television in Mexico and one of the largest 
Spanish-language content creators in the world, with a strong foothold 
throughout the geolinguistic region, including the U.S. Hispanic market. 


Clearly, content might be Televisa’s strongest point as a competitor in the 
SVOD sector. In the press release issued at the time of its deal with Netflix, 
the Mexican company announced that it was “an important first step in 
Televisa’s plan to monetize its library of over 50 thousand hours of content 
via digital distribution.”®+ Veo and Blim seem to have been the logical 
following steps. Already by mid 2016 Blim was offering exclusive content 
even before it is broadcasted in free-to-air television (i.e., the comedies 
Burocratas [2016—] and 40 y 20 [2016—] and the telenovela Yago [2016-]), a 
move that could change the viewing windows in the country at a significant 
level. 


If I were to offer a comparison with the American media companies, 
Televisa would be Mexico’s equivalent of Comcast. Thanks to the recent 
changes in legislation, it has become vertically integrated; it retains its large 
interests in satellite and cable infrastructure, it owns the leading companies 
in media production in the country, and now it can also offer bundles of 
telephone, Internet, and digital content under the brand Izzi Telecom. In 
addition, Televisa owns a well-oiled machine of advertising through its 
broadcasting channels, editorial products, and cable outlets that could make 


the difference in brand awareness and lure new adopters to SVOD 
technology. Finally yet importantly, Televisa is notable because of its 
“congenial relations,” with the current federal government and it has been 
repeatedly accused of favoring the company as a repayment for helping 
promote Enrique Pefia Nieto’s ascension to the Presidency. This last factor 
could indeed become significant in the case of any future regulation on the 
digital delivery business. 


As long as it was not a direct threat to broadcasting, which is Televisa’s main 
business, Netflix could remain a collateral source of income for its catalog 
content and an “uneasy ally,” to borrow the term that Michael Curtin, 
Jennifer Holt, and Kevin Sanson use to characterize the relationship of the 
firm with American content providers.®2 When conditions in the Mexican 
media environment began to change—open television has lost 15 percent of 
its audience since 2013—the local giant altered its position as well, 


announcing the end of the collaboration.“ 


Advantages of Netflix Against the Local Competition 


After reviewing the competitive advantages of local incumbents, it is useful 
explore the advantages Netflix has in Mexico. On the technological side, the 
service is available in the widest range of platforms possible: video game 
consoles, smart television sets, tablets, computers, cell phones, Apple TV, 
and Roku. Therefore, it is very simple to find a dedicated application to 
access the service in most devices. This is not yet the case for local 
competitors, whose applications are still in earlier phases of development. 
Moreover, Netflix offers the most innovative user interface, to the point that 
it has become the default model for later emerging services. Features such as 
“Post-Play,” which makes easier to continue watching the following episode 
of a series, have been already mimicked by rival services. 


Thorough knowledge of the audience is a major advantage for Netflix, since 
it provides content suggestions based on algorithms, which increase 
customer satisfaction and loyalty. With the Profiles feature, 
recommendations are likely becoming even more accurate for those viewers 


who share an account. Netflix’s sophisticated tracking tools allow the 
company to know exactly what people watches the most, a factor that is 
crucial in markets with distinct cultural traits, particularly because it 
provides vital information for buying rights and for producing original 
content. 


Recently, Netflix has shown greater integration with social network 
platforms, allowing the user not only to share what he or she has recently 
watched, but also to recommend content to friends. In this way, Netflix is 
better positioned to gather even more data about its users and their social 
networks. Needless to say, the participatory activity of users constitutes a 
good publicity for the service itself. Lastly, Netflix’s original content and its 
connection to Hollywood have become a key advantage, since the firm 
carries the prestige of being an American media company with ties to the 
producers of mainstream film and television. This perception was confirmed 
during the entry of Blim, when the web was flooded by dozens of memes 
that mocked Televisa’s series and the new service. 


The Current Position of Netflix 


On November 2014, Netflix’s CEO Reed Hastings travelled to Mexico City, 
where he announced that the service had reached five million subscribers 
throughout Latin America. There, he made it clear that the region continues 
to be a strategic priority because it “is one of the fastest growth areas in the 
world in terms of broadband households and Internet connectivity.”°2 Along 
with Brazil, Mexico is one of its largest markets, showing huge potential for 
development in OTT services in the following years. According to Dataxis, 
OTT subscriptions in Mexico grew 121 percent from 2013 to 2014, while 
Digital TV Research states that Netflix subscriptions in the territory grew 
256 percent in 18 months since December 2012.2 


Netflix’s current position in Mexico seems to be still very positive, although 
Claro Video is gaining ground quickly. In June 2014, Reforma reported that 
Netflix dominated the Mexican market of OTT with 68 percent, followed 
distantly by Claro Video with 10 percent (Apple iTunes and Veo were the 


next nearest competitors with 8 and 6 percent, respectively). By January 
2015, Dataxis stated, “Netflix had a [64 percent] market share and [Claro 
Video had 32 percent].”©2 Further, by “the end of June, [Claro Video] had 
reached a 39.7 percent market share while the American company fell to 
55.7 percent.”©8 However, these numbers should be considered with caution, 
at least through the end of the free year of service offered by Claro Video. 
The latter’s service is so affordable that many households could easily have 
both OTT services at the same time. In spite of its dominance, Netflix has 
not yet made clear that the country has reached sustainability in financial 
terms. In the letter to shareholders for the third quarter of 2014, the company 
stated, “[its] international markets launched prior to this year ... are now 
collectively profitable on a contribution basis and will continue to help us 
fund new markets,” but there is not particular information referring to 


Mexico.°2 


Regarding competition, Netflix reached the Mexican media market at a good 
time and established itself firmly, but the real fight with the local companies 
has just begun. Local media and telecom giants Televisa and América Movil 
waited to learn from the challenges Netflix had to face; they mimicked the 
model and then launched their own services using their local advantages in 
broadcasting outlets, cable/satellite subscriber base, advertising venues, and 
billing services. From all of the Mexican competitors, these two companies 
are in the position to grab a substantial percentage out from Netflix at the 
local or even the regional level. América Movil is already a dominant 
presence in telecommunications, while Televisa has original content catered 
to local tastes and political power at its side. It can be expected that the real 
struggle for the new subscriptions in the growing Mexican OTT market will 
be held between Netflix, Claro Video, and Blim. 


Conclusion: Balancing the Global and the Local 


Netflix has shown enough flexibility to adapt to the challenges it found in 
the Mexican and Latin American markets. The business model has continued 
mostly the same, with some provisions regarding billing. It has kept prices 
low and allowed for a flexible use of the accounts that fosters sharing among 


family and friends. These shifts in practice have provided Netflix with 
extensive data on viewing habits and preferences. The impact of Netflix on 
the Mexican media environment is already visible. It has changed cycles of 
distribution for American films and television series, and has broken the 
hegemony of local firms in content delivery, especially in pay TV systems— 
at least, to a point. At a broader level, Netflix is the global newcomer that 
whets the appetite of the local media and telecom giants for the business of 
digital delivery. Exclusive and original content, including local production in 
Spanish, seems to be Netflix’s best bet to continue growing. A localization 
strategy offering content that enhances “cultural proximity” has already 
made it a direct competitor to the Mexican media producers; it could also 
work to increase its brand recognition and popularize itself among the new 
broadband users that will be added in the next years in the country and the 
region. 


The underlying theme that arises from the analysis of all the factors 
surrounding Netflix’s presence in Mexico is the articulation of the local, the 
regional, and the global in the novel framework of digital distribution. What 
Netflix is doing in the country, at all levels, from the adaptation of the 
business model to the production of content, is a sophisticated process of 
localization. However, in this particular case many of the adaptations in 
content have to work as well for the entire Spanish speaking geolinguistic 
region of the Americas (including the United States). Netflix is using 
Mexico as one of its platforms to reach the entire geolinguistic region, 
building on the traditional position of the country as a media exporter. In this 
sense, the production for Club de Cuervos seems to be a strategy with a 
regional vision that uses talent and themes close to all the peoples of 
Hispanic Latin America. 


Netflix in Mexico is a good case study of a global firm that enters into a new 
market, gets in touch with its culture, and is changed by the process. Today, 
it has taken the double role of powerful commissioner supporting local talent 
and savvy selector of content with regional taste. It is early to say, but from a 
cultural point of view, Latin America could have worked as a laboratory 
where Netflix could test diverse strategies of localization in preparation for 
the entry into other markets with very distinctive cultures and strong local 
producers (e.g., France, Spain, and Italy). Additionally, while trying to 
localize for Mexico and Latin America, Netflix has discovered that by 


creating compelling high-quality stories with local flavor it can attract 
audiences around the world, and even in its own domestic market—a 
strategy important for its future growth. 


The global/local dynamic is revealed through another issue. Funnily enough, 
if one were to guess the nationality of Claro Video only on the base of 
content, it would likely be considered global, while Netflix’s feed feels more 
“Mexican” (or at least Latin American) because it strives for a balance of 
global and local that make it more culturally proximate, and, hence, more 
engaging. The most global SVOD firm has made local culture its ally, while 
the locals bet on Hollywood and international fare. 


On one hand, services like Netflix allow Mexican viewers to watch on- 
demand content that were simply unavailable before, like recent British 
miniseries, Brazilian films, Spanish series, and Colombian telenovelas. With 
its global expansion, the variety of content provided by Netflix is expected 
to expand ever further. This is a major shift in accessibility, which threatens 
the traditional players on two fronts. First, it erodes their gatekeeping 
function, for it modifies the release times for new titles, and, second, it could 
bring changes in the taste of audiences, creating new requirements for local 
productions in the future. On the other hand, all of the SVOD providers rely 
heavily on mainstream Hollywood to sustain their services, granting local 
audiences an unprecedented access to American content in a way that, unlike 
piracy, is safe, cheap, legal, and easy to use. Consequently, this could 
strengthen the already marked preference for American fare.“ This complex 
scenario arises from the contact of local and global forces in the new sector 
of digital distribution. Indeed, Netflix’s arrival in Mexico has already 
affected the larger cultural dynamics regarding the consumption of film and 
television content within the country. As distribution continues to take hold 
around the world, case studies like Latin America likely demonstrate the 
blueprint for how Netflix will grow into an even more dominant cultural and 
industrial force. 
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vernacular 

Vidali, Debora S. 

Video Everywhere (technology) 
video-on-demand (VOD) 

Viewer Attentiveness Spectrum (VAS) 
Villarejo, Amy 


Vulture (website) 


Walt Disney Studios 

Walter, Jessica 

Warner, Michael 

Warren, Suzanne (character) 
Warschauer, Mark 

Waugh, Thomas 

Weedon, Chris 


Weeds (television series) 


Wheeler, Tom 

Whitman, Mae 
WikiLeaks 

Wiley, Samira 

Williams, Raymond 
Willimon, Beau 

Wilson, Christopher 
Wilson, Rainn 
windowing 

Winkler, Henry 

The Wire (television series) 
Wired (magazine) 

World Trade Organization 
Wright, Robin 


Wu, Tim 


Yago (television series) 
Yahoo (company) 
Yo soy Betty la Fea (television series) 


Yo soy tu Fan (television series) 


YouTube 


Yuzu (technology) 


Zuckerberg, Mark 


Zuckerkorn, Barry (character) 
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